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‘Traumas we are not ready to remember haunt us all the more forcefully. We should 
therefore accept the paradox that, in order to forget an event, we must first summon up 
the strength to remember it properly.’ 
- Slavoj Zizek 
 
‘Wallace assesses the bleak conditions that he is handed and determines that, 
in the face of it, the contemporary novelist must cultivate readers’ “capacity 
for joy, charity, genuine connections” by “author[ing] things that both 
restructure worlds and make living people feel stuff”. The novel, then, is not 
only an imaginary world; it can refigure the world beyond its pages by 
modelling and generating feeling.’ 
- Heather Houser 
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Abstract 
 
This PhD uses the practice of fiction writing to examine questions surrounding 
Australia’s remembering of its colonial past. The two elements of this project – creative 
artifact and critical dissertation – interrogate Australia’s failing to ‘properly’ recall its 
treatment of Indigenous people, and the impact of this forgetting on current day racism. 
The work’s main research statement is that this misremembering is making Australia ill 
as a nation. I then explore the question of whether the act (novel) and analysis 
(dissertation) of creative writing can result in a deeper understanding of this perceived 
sickness and work towards alleviation or at the very least more accurate understanding of 
same. Australian racism could also concievably be viewed as a case study, therefore 
positioning my research within wider global themes. 
Taking as a starting point the juxtaposition of Indigenous Australian notions of 
sick land as a place one should not venture, with the non-Indigenous Australian idea of 
sickness as a place to be interrogated (i.e. visited), I employ both the novel and exegetical 
form to examine the tension between these two conflicting concepts within an 
antagonistic framework. 
In keeping with the idea of racism as a global illness, my dissertation contains 
readings of texts by the American author David Foster Wallace, Australian writers 
Patrick White and Chris Healy, South African writer J. M. Coetzee, as well as reference 
to American academic Lucia M. Suarez, Critical Race Theory and the French anti-
intellectual tradition of Situationism. These elements are examined and expanded on with 
an eye to their ability to effect meaningful and positive outcomes through the act of non-
Indigenous Australian writing. This research is then filtered through the lens of punk and 
skateboarding as these two utterances pertain to me as and author, as catalysts for change 
in my own life, and as vehicles for the reinterpretation of space, respectively.  
Finally, through an ‘otherwise’ evaluation of certain aspects of Australia’s past – 
notably the history wars and the Whitlam ‘dismissal’ – and the fictional representation of 
same, this PhD comes ultimately to the conclusion that writing is intrinsically linked to 
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the possibility of going some way towards curing a sickness that I posit exists much more 
broadly than is commonly understood. 
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Preface 
 
The Beach Beneath the Academy 
 
I have written many a preface to this PhD. 
In an attempt to situate my academic writing and orient the direction of this 
exegetical artefact, I have attempted to begin this document with discussions on subjects 
as diverse as boganism1, skateboarding and critical race theory. I even detourned2 my 
own first line from the dissertation: ‘Australia as a country is mentally ill’, but decided it 
would have more impact where it originally was. 
Finally, I decided I would go with flying dog shit and punk. We will start with the 
former: 
 
A giant inflatable dog turd broke loose from its moorings outside 
the Paul Klee centre in Switzerland and brought down power lines 
before coming to halt in the grounds of a children’s home… 
Other civilizations had their chosen forms: from the Obelisk of 
Luxor to Michelangelo’s David. The futurist poet Marinetti found 
his crashed motor car more beautiful than the Winged Victory of 
Samothrace, but he might have baulked at flying dog shit… No 
wonder there are no longer any gods, when what is expected is 
that they descend from Mount Olympus with plastic baggies and 
clean up (Wark 1). 
 
                                                
1 The bogan is closely related to another great Australian character, the larrikin, but there are important 
differences, many of which have received academic attention, notably in Pini & Previte and Rositer, Most 
controversial, perhaps, is Nichols (a), where the author argues that the bogan is a mere media construct. As 
a lapsed bogan myself, I can personally attest to this theory’s lack of validity. 
(a) That the book’s publisher should be situated in Mulgrave, arguably one of Melbourne’s most densely bogan-populated suburbs, is 
perhaps telling. 
2 Invented by the Situationists, detournment is a French word meaning rerouting or hijacking, but with 
overtones of misuse or misappropriation for political ends. Detournment is also often considered out and 
out theft, which is how I am most fond of thinking of it. Some of the punk pranks of the 1970s (such as The 
Sex Pistols (in)famous boat ride on the Thames) and culture jamming are close relatives. Its opposite might 
be something like countercultural reappropriation in advertising. Further reading would necessarily involve 
Debord & Wolman. 
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This is most of the opening paragraph to McKenzie Wark’s 2011 book; The Beach 
Beneath the Street: The Everyday Life and Glorious Times of the Situationist 
International. Beside the fact that it is without doubt the greatest first line of an academic 
text ever, I decided to detourn Wark here because I feel this story speaks more adequately 
to what it is I am attempting to do in this PhD than I ever could. This claim is made 
largely due to Wark, some 158 pages later, ending his book in this manner: 
 
Perhaps critical theory needs to chart another path through the 
aftermath of May ’68, one that does not take one or other royal 
road back to philosophy… There are turning points where the 
monuments of the critical theory cannon intersect with more 
interesting back alleys: take the streets named Lefebvre, not 
Lacan; Jorn, rather than Althusser; Debord, not Foucault. Or: 
praxis, not therapy; form, not structure; situation, not power. The 
renewal of critical theory as critical practice might take these or 
other alternative pathways through the twentieth century, if it is to 
find its way back to the labyrinth rather than end up on the steps 
of the Pantheon… Our species-being is builders of worlds. 
Should we consent to inhabit this given one as our resting place, 
we’re dead already… There may be no dignified exits left to the 
twenty-first century, the century of the flying inflatable turd, but 
there might at least be some paths to adventure (159). 
 
 
I will return to Wark’s flying faeces shortly, but for now – and considering that this is, in 
many ways a PhD about the healing power of storytelling – I would like to share a 
narrative of my own… 
 
A No (Future) That Became a Yes 
 
I began my formal education in Melbourne, Australia in 1969. At assembly every 
Monday morning, we would gather together to sing the national anthem unbelievably 
badly. At that time, said anthem was none other than that ode to empire, ‘God Save the 
Queen’.  
As a primary school-aged kid, naturally enough, the sheer nonsensicality of 
singing a song about a monarch half a world away did not even occur to me. Now, as an 
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ageing anarchosyndicalist and ratbag academic in training, singing ‘God Save the Queen’ 
strikes me as one of the more absurd things I have ever experienced. 
But the first time the bald ridiculousness of the situation occurred to me was not 
while I was reading some great libertarian text in an inner city garret or attending a badly 
organised and inadequately heated meeting of some quasi socialist group. It was towards 
the end of 1977, at my drab suburban home, watching Countdown3, just like everyone 
else. A band from the working class suburbs of London, calling themselves The Sex 
Pistols, exploded on my black and white television screen. It felt something akin to a high 
pounds per square inch fart at a dignitary’s funeral. The song this band belted out that day 
was ‘God Save the Queen’4 but not in any form I had ever known it. Despite the fact that, 
in some ways, they looked as if they had just arrived from outer space, I recall, 
paradoxically, a distinct feeling that they were, somehow, not at all unlike me. 
One of the main things that struck me that day was that my father and older sister 
absolutely hated The Pistols, and I, in turn, discovered the sheer delight of thinking 
differently from the authority figures one was surrounded by. But although garden-
variety teenage rebellion was a big part of it, there was much more going on than simply 
this. Lead singer Johnny Rotten was positively imploring me not to be told what I 
wanted; not to be told what I needed.5 The unspoken suggestion in this entreaty was, of 
course, the same frightening and beautiful one underpinning existentialism: what I 
wanted and what I needed were things I was going to have to work out for myself. 
From out of nowhere, it seemed, a language was suddenly being constructed, 
literally before my very eyes. This alarmingly new communication was the beginning of 
a story of dissatisfaction and alienation I did not know, at the impressionable age of 13, it 
                                                
3 For those who do not recall, Countdown was Australia’s version of the U.K.’s Top of the Pops or the 
U.S.’s Bandstand, running on the taxpayer funded Australian Broadcasting Corporation from 1974 until 
1987. As difficult as this is to feature in the age of YouTube’s instant musical gratification, it was at the 
time the only place those too young to be admitted to clubs could see musicians play. 
4 Actually, the song was originally entitled ‘No Future’, but its opening line and constant refrain of ‘god 
save the queen’ – not to mention lead singer Johnny Rotten’s venomous delivery of same – have 
contributed to branding the song culturally with the title it is now better known by. 
5 Quite literally, in fact: ‘don’t be told what you want/ don’t be told what you need’. But also more artfully 
and with something that I think spoke to me with a stronger sense of optimism, engagement and 
community orientation: ‘when there’s no future how can there be sin/ we’re the flowers in your dustbin/ 
we’re the poison in your human machine/ we’re the future, your future’. See appendix A for the complete 
lyrics to this as well as other Sex pistols songs. 
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was even possible to speak about. It was only a few words, initially, some of which are 
mentioned above. Over the years, though, the conversation, incited by punk, would 
expand to include other alternative bands, then books and film, university discourse, my 
PhD candidature and finally, the document that you are reading now. And, for better or 
worse (I think much, much better), this oppositional stance of The Sex Pistols has 
informed the way I have constructed my life ever since.  
The Pistols that day had begun to tell me – though I could certainly not have 
articulated it at the time – that the way things were did not necessarily have to be the way 
they stayed. Implicit in refusal is its opposite that there are other possibilities, and on 
some level I sensed this, even as a teenager. This was later confirmed by rock theorists 
such as Marcus, who wrote this about The Sex Pistols:  
 
The music came forth as a no that became a yes: nothing is true 
except our conviction that the world we are asked to accept is 
false. If nothing was true, everything was possible (6). 
 
 
Although I was yet to read Marcus, there was an uncanny sense that I already knew what 
it was he would say years later. This new freedom, this no that became a yes, meant I 
somehow intuited that I could start a band knowing only three chords, just as The Sex 
Pistols famously had. I had always loved films; perhaps I could make those. I might even 
be able to make a living by writing, possibly about music. 
All of these things, with varying amounts of success, I did, in fact, end up doing. 
At the risk of putting too fine a point on it, it is axiomatic that every single one of them is 
due to seeing The Pistols that day. But much more important even than this new freedom 
and sense of possibility punk allowed me to feel, was the fact that this new music, this 
‘sound… of people discovering their own power’ (Savage in Marcus 37) – quite literally 
– saved my life.  
As a lower working class boy, ideas about the direction my life would take were 
already making themselves frighteningly clear. Just like my dad, I was being told in no 
uncertain terms, I would leave school early and work in a factory. Again like him, I was 
expected to marry young, own a car and a house in the suburbs, then pump out a couple 
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of kids for no other reason than this was what was expected. This was how it had always 
been done. I should take considerable trouble to point out here that there is, of course, 
nothing wrong with this kind of life, if that is the choice that one makes. The disturbing 
thing, for me, was that it felt like I had absolutely no choice in the matter. 
But punk suddenly gave me agency. It suggested that this life course that had 
been determined for me by the accident of my class was not necessarily a fait accompli, 
and has been responsible for my interest in art in general, and literature in particular, to 
disturb these kinds of well-trodden paths ever since. This is Marcus, again, on the 
particular power of the Pistols’ music to effect change: 
 
They were proof that the whole of received hegemonic 
propositions about the way the world was supposed to work 
comprised a fraud so complete and venal that it demanded to be 
destroyed beyond the powers of memory to recall its existence. In 
those ashes anything would be possible (18). 
 
 
Also, crucially, I discovered that I was not alone in this world of new potentialities. With 
the advent of punk, I soon discovered others, similarly dissatisfied with their 
predetermined lot in life. With these fellow members of the punk community I could 
share tales not just of new punk bands and what seemed to us then the startlingly original 
discourse they preached, but what this conversation meant to us on a personal level 
concerning the lives we would lead. 
Had I not discovered this ability to be able to look critically at the way I was 
expected to conduct my life, I probably would not have had the courage or the 
wherewithal to leave the suburban milieu I was born into and begin a different life in the 
city, a life that, thanks to The Pistols, heavily involved art and literature. I promise you 
that without this, I would have been dead from depression by the age of 30.  
So, in the century of flying dog shit, and in light of the positive self building that 
followed in the wake of my encounter with the Sex Pistols, this PhD will indeed attempt 
to navigate a path of critical theory that does not end on any ‘royal road back to 
philosophy’, but rather invents its own way, as punk taught me I always should. To this 
end, there will, as mentioned above, be skateboarding; there will of course be more punk; 
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there will be lots more Wark and lots more Situationism, as well as other, less radical 
theorists. The lapsed bogan in this PhD’s writer might pop his head up from time to time, 
as he has an unfortunate habit of doing, yet he will do so in pursuit of new knowledge 
around creative writing. I will, above all, attempt to be revolutionary in my pursuit of 
original academic discourse. Like all revolutions, punk included, this one too will most 
likely be doomed to various failures. My intention, like Wark’s, is simply that – while 
attempting to maintain academic rigour – there will be adventure along the way. And, 
like those early punk practitioners, I just want to change the way certain things are looked 
at.  
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‘A sick feeling of repugnance and apprehension grows in me as I near Australia’. 
- Robert Menzies, Australian Prime Minister, 1939-1941 and 1949 – 1966  
 
‘When people talk about “the history of Australia” they mean the history of the white 
people who have lived in Australia. There is a good reason why we should not stretch the 
term to make it include the history of the dark-skinned wandering tribes who hurled 
boomerangs and ate snakes in their native land for long ages before the arrival of the first 
intruders from Europe…for they have nothing that can be called a history.’ 
- W Murdoch, The Making of Australia: An Introductory History, 1917, a textbook in 
wide circulation in Australian schools until the 1970s 
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Book One  
 
blue Poles  
  
	 22 
1. 
 
 
 
A lot of what follows is pure conjecture on my part, but if I don’t tell this story it’s going 
to make me sick. 
 In less enlightened times, bodily health and a harmonious life were considered 
dubious, emanating from some pact with the devil. Infirmity and suffering, on the other 
hand, were sure tickets to heaven. How times have changed. 
 And who do we trust now to speak to us of our sicknesses?  
 Surely only she who suffers can truly empathise with our own plight. But then 
again, should we have any faith in those who are slaves to the very thing we desire to 
escape? I don’t know the answer, but I feel as if, for the first time in my life, I’m 
beginning to ask the right questions. If, as Thomas Mann says, writing well is the same as 
thinking well, and thinking well is the next thing to acting well, then penning this under-
told story could be just the ticket. 
 Look at her will you? The way I see her now, she’s a woman talismanic of her 
time: blue eye shadow, flowing, flowery dress, fragile looking, like it was once thought 
women should be, yet possessed of a certain nebulous inner strength, obvious for anyone 
who might take the time to really look. The slight grey just beginning at the roots of her 
river black hair. The over-lived planets of her eyes, watery when I knew her, as if 
constantly crying for some lost thing. 
 She is Adelia Clay, my grandmother, my father’s mother, and the woman I was 
named after. She is at the opening, with her husband John, of Jackson Pollock’s Blue 
Poles at the National Gallery in Canberra, circa 1975. I imagine her holding a flute of 
champagne – probably Spumante or some such god awful thing – and jiggling it in the 
general region of her chest, absentmindedly moving it up and down, faintly side to side, 
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the bubbly liquid sloshing dangerously close to the glass’s rim. It’s as if she can’t decide 
whether or not she wants to take another sip of the disagreeable liquid, not necessarily 
knowing there was anything better to be had. Maybe there wasn’t in backwards-seeming 
1970s Australia. How would I know? I’m a 21-year-old woman who’s lived in 
Melbourne all her short life. For me, the 70s exists only in cinematic reproductions. 
Celluloid simulacra, heavily outfitted, it seems to me, from vintage reproduction stores 
that are now scattered everywhere in my hometown like only half serious odes to history.  
 Saying of the painting, ‘I think it’s beautiful.’ 
 Look at how the uncertainty about the evening, general and palpable as smoke, 
has filtered down to every aspect of the proceedings. Would Australian events back then 
have served anything more sophisticated than Jatz with cabana and some Coon cheese? 
Adelia spies a passing waiter and, adroitly, places her glass on his passing tray, like a 
well-piloted jumbo coming to rest on one of the brand new runways beginning to ring the 
paddocks on the outskirts of major metropolitan cities back then. 
 ‘Actually, it’s really beautiful. I just don’t know what it’s supposed to represent.’ 
 Her husband, my grandfather, dead like some historical figure decades before I 
was even born, he might have said something like, ‘Depends how you look at it, Del.’ 
 They would have laughed then. From all family reports, they had that kind of 
affectionate contempt common to happily married couples, where they would each have 
tiny fun at the other’s expense, exchanging glances, part meditative, somehow seductive, 
the message being communicated: I know, I’m in on the joke. What’s more, I don’t care. 
In fact, you may even be right. Go ahead, have your fun. My turn in the limitless expanse 
of our long years together will surely come. 
 John Clay was shorter than his wife, something that no doubt would have 
bothered him. Photographs from around this time, pinked by the years, show an attractive 
man with slightly dirty looking blond hair, longer than it probably should have been, 
strictly speaking, for a person in his nearly exalted position. His face, just then, was 
beginning to show signs of age and the careworn lines of a person who can’t help 
worrying a little more than he should about things he can’t control. His sharp, well-
defined nose hints at a Calvinist upbringing that was only half his. His mother’s almost 
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fundamentalist beliefs ironed out over the years like a bumpy road run over again and 
again with the grader of his more dominant father’s roustabout ways. 
 And then, ‘Also depends who you talk to, I suppose.’ 
 ‘Too right,’ he says, dryly. 
 I see a football team of waiters serving Crown Lagers, with or without glasses. 
Adelia would have noticed that most of the invited guests have resolutely forgone the 
glass option. Bottles in hands, they are staring at the painting with either dumb 
amusement or outright derision. Snatches of commentary, building like scandal, can be 
heard to the sides and behind. 
But I’m told that my grandparents had aspirations of something akin to… 
refinement. I like to believe they would have tried to give it its due. Yes. To give it at 
least that much. 
 ‘Depending on who you listen to,’ she says, ‘it’s either an artistic coup d’état or a 
gross waste of taxpayer’s money.’ Smiling. She is well aware her husband has heard this 
before. 
 ‘Right.’ 
 When did the National Gallery open? ’75? ’76? My dad told me once, but I can 
never remember. Did Blue Poles: Number 11, 1952, to give it its full title, not do a tour 
before it moved to its permanent home in the nation’s capital? Did it not also spend some 
time at the National Gallery of Victoria? Then a stint at the Art Gallery of NSW? A tour 
of metropolitan and regional town halls? Like some kind of fading rock star? Past his best 
but a curio nonetheless? Fifty cents to have a look? But the salient point is that Pollock’s 
painting was intentionally purchased by a visionary government as the intended 
centrepiece of a national centre for art, regardless of when exactly it got there and the 
salubriousness or otherwise of the places it was hung beforehand. 
 ‘We’ll be lucky if people don’t start throwing food at it soon.’ Don’t tell me you 
don’t just love this woman. 
 ‘Shit, don’t say that, Del,’ and she rests her hand gently on his shoulder. 
 It’s not difficult to imagine what happens next. Two low level political aids. My 
grandfather might know them in passing from work. I can see them approaching the 
painting, Crownies in hand, and nodding at the Clays. The acknowledgement aimed 
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unasked for at my grandparents is semi-collegial, but somehow sinister. I don’t know. It’s 
also somehow wholly white. 
 ‘Looks like a fucking boong painting,’ says one. 
 The other would have nodded in supplication. Then, ‘mate, what do you call an 
Abo with acne?’ 
 ‘What?’ 
 ‘Chokito.’ 
 ‘Fucking hell,’ both would have laughed heartily. ‘That’s off, mate. Funny, but 
off.’ 
 ‘What about an Abo in a Kingswood?’ 
 ‘Dunno.’ 
 ‘Thief.’ 
 ‘Classic.’ More laughter now, and gobs of foaming Crown Lager no doubt 
spilling towards the floor. 
 ‘Let’s go,’ Adelia says to her husband. ‘We probably should try and rescue your 
poor dad.’ 
 She rests her hand in the crook of my grandfather’s arm, like you still sometimes 
see old people do, and they leave the painting behind them, the dots and streaks and 
busyness disappearing like scenery pulled off-screen, two characters in a film about a 
film of someone’s life that might be my own, setting the scene early, walking casually in 
the direction of a gathering some distance away.  
 
 
Clay’s father Jack is a large man who radiates the appearance of somehow always being 
at an old time football game: suited, Brilliantened and with a sport-hurried hum to his 
vast voice, cheering rather than necessarily speaking to you. He appears comfortable in 
his vaguely outlandish, cartoonishly stocky body, but the lines in his face tell the story of 
his dusty Getting There: not always an easy journey. There are thick hand movements 
and a country accent, rambunctious in its intonations, only now, in this era, beginning to 
level into a something approaching what might be termed a suburban lilt. My great 
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grandfather was a backbencher in the Whitlam government, accidentally elected Mayor 
because of some issue he cared deeply about, one thing leading startlingly to another.  
 In one hand he holds a can of Toohey’s New, in the other he wields a Winfield 
Blue like a conductor wields a baton. He is talking to – let’s call him Henry Robinson – 
the uptight director of the Gallery’s Arts Acquisition Commission and John Clay’s boss.  
 ‘Listen Robbo,’ Jack says. Robinson cringes noticeably at the use of the familiar – 
way too familiar in point of actual fact – nickname. ‘These heathen bastards wouldn’t 
know good art if it waltzed up and dropped a log on their front lawns.’ 
 In the overlong silence that ensues, Jack winks hello at my grandparents as they 
arrive, then takes a lugubrious drag of his cigarette, expelling smoke like a jet engine in 
Robinson’s direction. The latter man’s forced smile fails utterly to hide his distaste. 
 ‘I must thank you for that image, Jack. Well said, as always.’ 
 ‘Trust me mate.’ It is not entirely clear whether Jack has read the sarcasm in 
Robinson’s tone or, if he has, that he gives two hoots about it. ‘That thing’ll be worth ten 
times what we paid for it a couple decades down the track.’ 
 ‘The Whitlam government being fiscally responsible? Wonders truly will never 
cease.’ 
 Jack again drags deeply on his cigarette; once more blowing the not-yet-
considered-toxic fumes in Robinson’s direction. Adelia and John manage polite smiles. 
Sick now of talking to the older man, Robinson turns to his son. ‘You know what the 
Americans are saying about it don’t you?’ 
 John Clay is simultaneously attempting to think of something placating to say to 
his boss and answer his father, but the question is a rhetorical one: ‘They’re saying it’s a 
minor work by a drunk. If you ask me, the Americans are just filthy on us for pinching 
one of their cultural artefacts. Fucking yanks.’ 
 ‘I like it very much,’ says Adelia, attempting to be the peace maker, to steer the 
conversation onto more civil ground, adding ‘I’m just not sure what it represents.’ She 
takes her father-in-law’s arm. Even though she knows he doesn’t need it – that he is 
‘travelling well’ as he himself might say – she wants him to feel her unconditional 
support anyway, a potlatch, the true gift of something given with no expectation of 
anything being received in return. 
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 ‘If you ask me,’ Robinson says funereally, ‘it represents a perfect illustration of 
Mister Whitlam’s god-given ability to antagonise our greatest ally.’ 
 An oily-skinned young waiter with apology in his eyes arrives and warily offers 
the group his tray. Jack helps himself covetously, piling salty, round biscuits into the 
palm of one hand. Miraculously, he is still able to use this to heap cheese and meat into 
the other, while also hanging on to his beer and the smouldering Winnie. Adelia smiles at 
him with an expression exclusive to those exchanged between admiring daughter-in-laws 
and their surrogate father figures everywhere: a gaze located somewhere in the 
borderlands between admiration, pity and true affection, expressing that, in her eyes, 
despite his oafish ways, he can decidedly do no wrong. Adelia thinks of a cousin’s puppy 
she was pledged to look after one long weekend: it chewed her cushions and a favourite 
doll, it licked her face constantly and pissed several times on her family’s Pride And Joy 
shag pile carpet. When it came time to give the dog back, she was relieved to see it go, 
but felt guilty afterwards. In later years, she remembered her time with that boisterous 
little animal more fondly than just about anything else from that period of her life. 
 Robinson is watching Jack feed himself like a scientist might observe the 
behaviour of a particularly interesting primate. Eventually, he turns his head as if in 
disgust and faces John. ‘I need to have a word with you. In my office.’ 
 Robinson takes his employee gently by the arm and leads him past the cinema 
screen sized painting, shaking his head subtly for the work’s entire length. They are 
almost at the end now, and Robinson experiences the woozy sensation of being adrift in 
an incessant sea of Belgian canvas. Just as his eyes are adjusting to the notion that the 
assault of colour and form will continue forever – as drowning people are said to accept 
their fate – the director notices something that stops him dead in his tracks.  
 ‘Is that…’ he says, peering closer to the painting, squinting to examine more 
closely a certain section of the busy work. To Clay’s relief, Robinson lets go of his arm 
and moves closer, despite the obvious fact that he is already nearer than he would wish to 
be. Clay is reminded of the pet owner’s disbelieving angst as they discover a kitten’s first 
crap in a comfortable pair of shoes. ‘Is that…’? Robinson repeats. ‘Is that a footprint?’ 
 Unintentionally, John Clay mimics his boss by leaning towards the painting in a 
similar manner. 
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 ‘Where?’ 
 ‘There. In the corner of the canvas.’ 
 Clay squints, and leans in further, again imitating what Robinson is doing. ‘You 
may be right.’ 
 Even though it seems physically impossible for him to be able to do so, Robinson 
shakes his head even more vigorously, in an even more negative manner, and continues 
to lead my grandfather away. 
 
 
I imagine Robinson’s office decorated in an excess of profound reds and riotously bright 
yellows, the carpet a nausea-inducing pattern of complexly interwoven lime green and 
burnt orange squares. From what I’ve been told, the colour palette of the 1970s was quite 
different from the way it’s represented in films set in the period. Despite the best efforts 
of no doubt talented production designers, and despite lovingly restored pieces from the 
era, it is apparently not possible to capture the exact level of garishness and sense of 
adventure in combining colours with which that time was imbued. Something, perhaps, 
about truth being stranger than fiction. 
 I would also very much like to place a picture of a youthful Elizabeth Windsor, 
let’s make it a photograph taken on the day of her coronation, and have it hanging 
reverently in the bureaucrat’s office where my grandfather has now found himself. My 
guess is that it would be positioned right above Robinson’s head. In 1975, Australia still 
thought of itself as an English country, and hadn’t yet taken the full turn into 
Americanism that is such an obvious sign of our national character these days. Open a 
newspaper from the time, go to the entertainment section, and the number of English 
films playing was often greater than the number of American ones. 
 Punk poet Joe Strummer once said something to the effect that anyone who was 
anti-smoking had no right to read Jean-Paul Sartre or watch a Humphrey Bogart movie. 
He was no doubt being facetious, but even though I’m not much of a smoker myself, I’ve 
always thought he had a point. And no such problems exist for these two earnest men, 
anyway, not in this time. 
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 Robinson offers Clay a seat wordlessly, with an adept gesture of his hand, and 
then pulls out a gold Benson and Hedges packet from his breast pocket and proffers it in 
his subordinate’s direction. Clay accepts gladly and lights up with a large table lighter in 
the likeness of a billiard ball. Robinson does the same and begins to talk at the exact 
moment he exhales his first draw, like the intake of smoke had been simply a prologue to 
the words. 
 ‘One point three million dollars of our budget for that… thing,’ he says, taking an 
abrupt second puff of his smoke. ‘Thankfully, the purse strings on our little project aren’t 
quite so loose.’ 
 Clay also inhales smoke and reaches over to ash his cigarette, even though he 
doesn’t need to. ‘Henry,’ he says. ‘I’m still waiting to hear back on the Commission’s 
plans for a permanent indigenous collection.’ Another drag, another unnecessary flick of 
the thin white tube on the edge of the ashtray. 
 ‘That decision depends very much on this little test case of yours, John.’ 
 Clay notices after some time that the ash on Robinson’s cigarette is becoming 
preposterously long, about to fall at any second, surely. In the way of all things that we 
have no control over, Clay cannot avert his eyes, like standing witness to a car crash he 
knows is about to happen. Robinson holds his cigarette, dandily, at a forty-five degree 
angle to his right shoulder. Just as Clay imagines that ash falling onto Robinson’s desk or 
carpet is now inevitable, the older man sweeps his cigarette towards the ashtray, 
depositing the crooked burnt tube with a delicate flick of his thumb into its receptacle, 
like docking space hardware. ‘To summarise,’ he continues, ‘don’t stuff this one up. I’m 
hoping the only connection you have to that buffoon of a father of yours is by blood. I 
pray you won’t be taking on any of his or his government’s work practices.’ 
 His stomach churning with an anxiety to defend his father, a man he strongly feels 
has his heart in the right place, Clay fantasises about retaliating with an outrageous, 
Monty Python-esque act such as sticking his finger down his own throat and vomiting on 
his boss’s desk. In the end, he extinguishes his cigarette much earlier and a lot more 
forcefully than he needs to. ‘Don’t worry Henry, the project means as much to me as it 
does to the settlement’s people.’ 
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 Now it is Robinson’s turn to ostentatiously butt out his cigarette. His movement in 
doing so is much quicker and more economical that Clay’s, and a thin ribbon of smoke 
continues to rise towards the ceiling afterwards. ‘You’re not a bloody social worker, 
John.’ 
 ‘I know. It’s just that these communities – ’ 
 ‘It’s not your job to get involved in the lives of these… people.’ There is a 
wearied tone to Robinson’s voice now, suggesting this is a subject the two men have 
covered many times before. ‘You don’t want to end up like poor old Geoff Bardon do 
you? Leave the social programs to your father and his cronies, John. It’s not as if there 
isn’t enough going on in that respect to last a lifetime. Anyway, politics and art? You of 
all people should know better.’ 
 ‘Thanks for the smoke,’ Clay says, rising to leave. 
 Alone, Robinson examines his meticulously ordered desktop as if searching for 
something that will occupy his time in an engaging enough manner to keep him from 
venturing back out to the objectionable gathering outside his door. Finding nothing, he 
looks up at the doorway recently used by Clay and makes a worried, clicking sound with 
occult machinations of his tongue and the roof of his mouth. 
 
 
Let’s go back now into the white noise of the party. John Clay doesn’t re-join his wife 
and father straight away. For a little while, he wanders aimlessly, pleasantly, taking in the 
sights and sounds of the general din like a visitor in a foreign country who finds 
everything she sees new and interesting. He stops and chats meaninglessly with some 
colleagues and an intern: the weather, the constitutional crisis, the cricket. Afterwards, as 
is often the way, he can remember very little of what has actually been said.  
 Eventually, he finds Jack and Adelia. They are alone, talking as they often do in 
hushed, conspiratorial tones, a father-daughterish cone of confidence he is never truly 
sorry to be excluded from. In fact, he finds the dynamic oddly charming, and hopes some 
day to be privy to something similar with one or both of his own children, one of whom 
will grow up to become my father. These are just the small dreams and simple hopes of 
	 31 
an everyday family person. We all know everything about them: beautiful and numerous 
and satiating, close seeming as the stars. 
 Adelia and Jack wind up their conversation, apparently in deference to John, 
perhaps knowing it can be taken up again at a moment’s notice, no preliminaries 
required, comfortable as well-fed cats.  
 ‘How are you dad?’ 
 ‘Fighting fit, son. What did that slimy cunt Robinson want?’ 
 ‘Just the usual,’ Clay says. ‘Just making sure I’m not wasting his money.’ 
 ‘His money?’ Plainly, this is something that gets Jack’s goat. His body squirms in 
a fashion that broaches no other interpretation. It is not entirely certain that his son does 
not know this, and is in fact egging him on for his own amusement, another family 
dynamic well trodden and all the more amusing for its predictability. ‘His money? 
Fucking wanker. Excuse my French, darling.’ 
 It is plain from Adelia’s nonchalant look that she has excused him already. His 
apology is unnecessary but appreciated nonetheless. Anyway, she conveys wordlessly, 
she has heard worse before – only a couple of seconds before, as it happens – and no 
doubt will again. 
 ‘Anyway,’ Jack continues, ‘if Gough hadn’t upped his arts funding, that little 
snake’d be working in some suburban bank somewhere, trying to work out new ways to 
charge battlers for the privilege of giving him their hard earned. You know this project of 
yours has our full support right?’ 
 ‘I know dad. I appreciate it.’ 
 Jack throws his beer arm roughly around his son’s shoulder, squeezing him 
towards himself and spilling the yeasty liquid on John’s lapels. Being the 1970s, said 
lapels are the size of small boats. ‘How are the Yanks up in Alice treating you? Last time 
I was there the place was fucking crawling with ‘em.’ 
 Clay thinks about wiping his suit jacket with a handkerchief, but decides against 
it. ‘What do you mean?’ he asks instead. 
 ‘You know, son, Pine Gap. A little oasis of American intrigue in our very own 
back paddock.’ 
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 Clay thinks about this for longer than the conversational nature of the comment 
warrants. I’m told that this was apparently a feature of his communication skills. ‘I don’t 
think anyone’s mentioned it to me once the whole time I’ve been there.’ 
 ‘I’m not surprised,’ Jack answers. ‘The Yanks sure like their secrets. If we have 
our way, though, there won’t be much of a secret left to keep. Fucking Joint Research 
Defence Facility my arse. Excuse my French, darling.’ 
 
 
Trust this. A girl just turned twenty-one from inner-city Melbourne might be speaking 
these words, but they are words containing the awful power of the writer-as-witness, or 
family witness at the very least. They are words unheard until now, flaccid maybe in their 
difficult hush, but I see them as coming finally to a dusky new expressiveness. I charge 
them neither to the intransigencies of family legend nor the vagaries of the spoken tale, 
vocal chords and eardrums and the very air that carries them too frail for my purposes 
here. It is the nature of the human animal – the storytelling animal; let’s not forget – to be 
a maker of worlds. If we’re foolish enough to think that the one we live in now is enough 
for us, we may as well just surrender to our ailments and curl up and die. 
  
	 33 
2. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This is something I should get out of the way right up front: I have Amnesia.  
 Not, like, amnesia, but Amnesia. By which I mean the novel, by Peter Carey, not 
the disease. Although a case can probably be made that I, like everyone else in this 
country, have the former too.  
 I’m trying though. I really am. 
 Of course, I thought about my grandad a lot while I was reading it, and there were 
certain points where Carey’s storytelling intersected with my own. Having said that, 
Bacchus Marsh’s favourite literary son uses the coup mainly as backdrop, whereas the 
nature of my particular family disorders leave me no choice but to place the events of 
November 11 1975 very much front and centre. 
 
 
Imagine a light aeroplane, probably built in the first half of the twentieth century, buzzing 
jerkily though a sky so clear and blue it approaches cliché. From the ground, the 
exactingly engineered machine would appear to you so small compared to the vastness of 
the breathtakingly huge blue, so utterly insignificant, that it might resemble something 
like an ant on several thousand football fields. 
 On board, John Clay stares out a small Perspex window at what he would 
probably see as the equally expansive and pettiness-making desert below. Taken together, 
these two views strike me as bowls stacked conversely against each other in our view of 
nature’s pantry. Clay is probably not flying high enough to appreciate the curvature of the 
earth that can sometimes be seen from the sky, but when he squints at a car or a dwelling 
below him, he thinks of bottles in oceans, needles, haystacks. A deeply humbling 
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sensation of inconsequentiality washes over him like nausea and I imagine him 
wondering if those on the ground with a reverse perspective feel the same way as he 
does. 
 Resting on Clay’s lap is that morning’s copy of the Canberra Times, the headline 
blazing Prime Minister Whitlam’s plans to seek greater control over Australia’s 
intelligence organisation, ASIO, and their ability to bug people’s homes and offices. For 
the fourth or fifth time, Clay picks the newspaper up and attempts to begin reading the 
article again. As before, he only manages the first paragraph before his thoughts turn 
back to Adelia. Neatly, he folds the broadsheet, places it on the empty seat next to his, 
and turns and looks again out the window. 
 An argument that morning. Fairly major. Just a little disagreement common, he 
imagines, to all married couples, commoner still, perhaps, for those with children. An 
allegedly unequal distribution of domestic duties, deliberated over and negotiated too 
vigorously on both their parts. But lurking like a Watergate burglar behind the unease is 
something damaged and unsaid, brought to a boil by the conversation about the children 
and transferred onto this trip; one that Adelia didn’t want him to take. 
 ‘Why can’t we talk about this more maturely?’ he’d asked in astonishment after it 
had all been over and he was packing his bags. The shouting – unnecessary on both their 
parts – had died down now and a glacial calm had descended like the silence after a car 
crash. ‘I mean, we love each other, don’t we? Surely two people who love each other can 
work something as basic as this out?’ A pause. ‘Why can’t we talk, Del?’ 
 ‘It’s because we love each other,’ she’d answered, and a then a silence as vast, in 
its way, as the desert he is now traversing had descended. 
 ‘…We love each other,’ she’d repeated, when the emptiness became too much to 
bear. 
When he returns and attempts to bring the subject up, he knows with the certainty 
of all bad faith that Adelia will resort to her default position; telling him disingenuously 
that she does not recall the details of what it was they’d been fighting about. This 
unstable dissonance will eventually transmogrify into some kind of denial, in her mind, 
that they have fought at all, and things will continue on as they always have. ‘I don’t 
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remember,’ she will say, defensively, and Clay will be forced to accuse her of lying, or, 
as he always does, let sleeping dogs lie, twitching maniacally.  
 In what, for him, had seemed a gesture deeply symbolic of his family’s discord, 
he had wordlessly put his lips to the tops of his two daughter’s sleeping heads and walked 
forlornly out the door. 
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3. 
 
 
 
 
1964 Melbourne is as far away from me now culturally and temporally as the 1920s was 
to my grandfather. This, however, is in many ways where my story begins, for the very 
simple reason that it’s where my grandparents first met. 
Back then, what has now become Australia’s music, art and sporting capital is a 
small city, little more than a large country town, really, with a population of fewer than 
one million people. The tallest building in the central business district is a measly six 
stories high, dreams of glass towers competing with other cities’ skylines still decades 
away in the minds of architects and town planners only now starting out on their paths in 
life.  
After having grown up in the staid Englishness of Adelaide, John Clay, with his 
charmingly limited experience of the world, sees this larger city as exciting and exotic. It 
was said back then that Melbourne was small enough to know everyone, yet big enough 
to sink anonymously into, should one desire to do so. After the neat, cloistered circles of 
his hometown, this is something about this place that sooths Clay in a way he is yet to 
fully understand. And I imagine him feeling a vibrancy here, albeit nascent, oscillating 
like soundwaves just below the surface of the architecture, the people, the geography, 
what later will be come to be known as psychogeography. It wouldn’t be until the 1980s 
that Melbourne would begin to be considered a desirable destination for bohemian 
subcultures all over this country. My mother moved here around that time, but Clay, 
though he probably didn’t realise it at the time – and despite the fact his work would soon 
take him to Canberra – was a small yet important part of the vanguard of that movement. 
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 Carlton, the area immediately surrounding his university, must have been, for 
him, an enchanted place: alive with young people and the energy of what will become 
known as the counter cultural movement just beginning to brew the world over. He sees 
this area as practically Mediterranean, with its long, hot summer evenings where warm 
night winds blow through the entranceways of theatres only just opened, the novelty of 
late night cafes and a cornucopia of Italian restaurants. It is here that he is first exposed to 
Artaud and his theatre of the absurd, the films of Jean-Luc Godard at the Melbourne 
University Film Society, espresso coffee and wildly exotic vegetables and pasta dishes he 
cannot pronounce the names of, let alone recognise strictly speaking as food. And it is 
here, of course, all the rest fading to background, that his first storied meeting with my 
grandmother takes place. My dad’s telling of this story has gone through many iterations 
over my lifetime, and he never did seem to weary of its telling. My version here, though, 
somehow feels like making it my own. 
 Adelia’s otherness is immediately attractive to John Clay as she serves him coffee 
in what he gathers is her family’s café, soon to become his favoured between classes 
haunt. As he pretends to be studying, he secretly admires her effortless olive skin, her 
long, impossibly dark hair, and the unruffled mischief he thinks he detects just behind her 
eyes, itching to be released. Edward Said’s Orientalism is still more than a decade away, 
but the intellectual currents underpinning it are just beginning to be felt, and I would hope 
that Clay had some pangs of doubt about the way he was exoticising Adelia. Nonetheless, 
it’s difficult to think that he wouldn’t be imagining himself as the man who alone has 
possession of the key that will somehow unlock and then control her wild grace. 
 But there is a musicality to her movement he genuinely admires, a balance of 
rhythm and melody that sings the way she walks, talks and puts down a coffee cup. It 
seems to him that she utilises the exact amount of energy these tasks require and nothing 
more, as if saving herself for greater purpose. If Clay had believed in god, he might have 
imagined him at this moment like a composer, plotting Adelia’s movements as a 
symphony on heavenly music manuscript paper, slow and deliberate as a surgeon. 
 For her part, Adelia also secretly admires the differences in this studious young 
man: his almost dirty hair, his glasses, the way his back arches over the books she has no 
access to. Her second cousin, who she has kissed and who her father wants her to marry, 
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cares only about cars, and this frightens her for reasons she does not yet understand. At 
night, I imagine her dreaming of rabbits caught in traps and a musical instrument shaped 
like a radiator she has no idea how to play. She sits in an orchestra pit, a performance 
about to begin, clutching the weird object hopefully to her breast as if its mere closeness 
will enable her mastery over it. 
 For nearly an entire term they say nothing to each other beyond awkward 
orderings and painfully smiled thank yous. Then, in the last week of classes, they both, 
ridiculously, work up the courage to speak something meaningful at exactly the same 
time. 
 ‘Sorry,’ Clay says. ‘What did you say?’ Their first true words had overlapped and 
overrun each other with the zaniness of a linguistic demolition derby. 
 Embarrassed, Adelia reddens as if the oxygen has suddenly been sucked from the 
room. ‘I was just asking what it is you’re reading in here all the time?’ Her voice is 
localised, but with an old world lilt, no doubt inherited from her New Australian parents. 
Like everything else about her, Clay finds it immediately charming. 
 ‘Oh, it’s Dostoyevsky,’ he says. Then, wary of not coming off too intellectual, 
‘Crime and Punishment, it’s called. Dostoyevsky’s a Russian author. Very heavy stuff. 
Very nineteenth century and all that. They make us read this rubbish in a literature class 
that I’m doing.’ 
 Adelia smiles and nods her head as knowingly as her budding vanity will allow.  
 An awkward silence. ‘Would you like to go and see a film sometime?’ 
 Adelia reddens further, although this would have been difficult to imagine only 
seconds ago. ‘My father would kill me if I went out with a Skippy,’ she says, and for a 
brief moment Clay is crestfallen. But then a genuine and winning smile breaks the 
barriers of both their embarrassments. Clay wonders for an instant how she is able to do 
that, and begins to admire her again in interesting, unaffected ways.  
‘But what the hell hey?’ she says. ‘Live dangerously, don’t you reckon?’ 
‘So, is that a yes?’ 
‘Adelia,’ her father yells from behind the counter, suspicion heavy in the tone of 
his voice. ‘Customers waiting.’ 
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She smiles apologetically at Clay and runs off to serve, leaving my poor 
grandfather more than a little stumped. 
Before he leaves, Adelia hands Clay a note scrawled on a paper napkin with his 
bill. THAT’S A YES! it reads. In love with the big, capital letters and the unbridled 
enthusiasm of the exclamation point, he folds the note neatly into squares and places it 
carefully in the breast pocket of his suit jacket.  
When he died, my mother and my aunty found this note, yellowed with age, the 
markings faded but still legible, safe after all that time, resting in that way that history has 
of doing, drowsy in the draw beside John Clay’s bed, waiting ever so patiently to be 
uncovered. 
 
 
My grandparents see an Antonioni film at the half empty Athenaeum Cinema in Collins 
Street. Still reeling from the effects of television, the cinema industry has consciously 
refashioned once grand theatres into cinemas, and the space feels different to Adelia and 
Clay: diminished somehow, more desperate, like a house once inhabited by a long gone 
but much loved family member.  
 Clay thinks that Adelia will imagine him thoughtful for having chosen a film by 
an Italian director to mark their first date. She tells him that she does, and he wonders 
how much she is pretending to be impressed. He resigns himself to the unknowability of 
these kinds of things, and they settle into their seats, awkwardly mindful of a notion of 
personal space that will not be widely discussed for decades yet. 
 There is very little dialogue in the film; something concerning a lost woman, and 
the images are brought to life by slow, ponderous camerawork that, even then, seemed 
from another time.  
 The languid nature of the film’s pacing is not helping Clay’s concentration, and 
he is thinking mostly about Adelia anyway. Her recalcitrant father, the dress she is 
wearing, the slight smell about her of – what, garlic? – that he finds intoxicating and 
fresh. Of course, he wants to touch her, to innocently hold her hand, but in those times he 
would have been worried about coming across as ungentlemanly. Adelia desires the same 
	 40 
thing, but is troubled by what Clay might think should she begin an advance. They are 
stuck in an impasse not entirely of their own making, both delicious and frustrating. 
 After the film, Adelia suggests they go to Pelligrini’s. Clay agrees instantly, 
happy for what he sees as the precious extra minutes of her company. He has no idea 
what or where Pelligrini’s is, so he cunningly suggests she lead the way. They traverse a 
bluestoned alleyway running surreptitiously between Collins and Bourke Streets that 
Clay had never noticed before, and make their way slowly up the hill. 
 Adelia is welcomed into the warmth and nearness of the small restaurant with 
phrases shouted over the din in a localised version of her parent’s native tongue. An 
instant emotional balminess – not merely associated with the body-warmed room, but 
more to do with the simple fact she has shared this aspect of her life with him – floods 
over Clay as soon as they enter. Because he is with her, the waiters and proprietor seem 
to immediately accept Clay. One of their own now, or at least that’s how it feels to him. 
An old woman even practises her English on him, laughing and throwing her arms 
comically skyward at her own mistakes. 
 When Adelia orders, she does so in an accented English she has never used before 
with him. Cappuccino, lasagne, Chinotto. The words sound magical to him, harbingers of 
an only slightly secret world, but one that he has, up until now, had no admission to. It 
occurs to him that speaking like this, for her, is like slipping into comfortable shoes at the 
end of the day, and he wonders admiringly at the effort she must have had to make to 
assimilate.  
 ‘This is the best coffee I’ve ever tasted,’ he says. ‘Apart from yours, of course.’ 
She giggles at his lame joke, laughter not forced or contrived in any way, the sound of 
someone having genuine fun, eyes alive and bright with enchantment even the 
inexperienced Clay can read. 
 The night is over now and they are about to travel their separate ways, the space 
between them magnetic with limerence. With the sensation of being about to cross a deep 
canyon, Clay moves his hand slowly towards Adelia’s, bringing it to rest finally just 
above her wrist. She reacts by leaning in and planting a big kiss on his cheek, wetter and 
more sensual than it could have been. Fleetingly, they take in each other’s scents: 
saltiness, woodiness, the smell of lipstick and nervousness, amorous breath, expectation. 
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For a moment, possibilities seem endless and life itself a carnival, come to town for them 
alone. Suddenly, Adelia turns and runs away like a startled cat. At first Clay is in shock, 
but she stops after only a dozen or so paces. She turns and looks back at him, smiling, 
then continues on her way much more slowly. Clay is pleasingly immobilised by her 
receding shape, the blustery wind of the southern Australian summer night swaying her 
hair and her dress in opposite directions. He watches until she disappears in the distance 
and then begins his own walk home, thinking about how far his travels have taken him 
and ruminating on the worldly pleasures of something begun. 
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I have never been to the much-storied centre of our nation, the dead heart, as it was once, 
problematically, known. I have lived all of my 21 years in a world where Terra nullius 
has long been discredited, and rightly so, but an emptiness persists in my experience and, 
yes, my heart, as far as our great desert nation’s middle is concerned. In this, I am 
indubitably urban, unmistakably middle class and, well, embarrassingly white. 
 Nonetheless, my family’s roots are tied to this, for me, still exotic place, 
orientalised by distance and made stranger still by a sensation that, as will become 
evident, its story is closely aligned to my own.  
In my European imaginings, I think I see a large group of children, haphazardly 
dressed, some of them flat out starkers, drawing what to me would be abstract shapes in 
dirty sand. The backdrop here is a roughly hewn, corrugated iron shack, one of many that 
stretch as far as the eye or camera can see. The children’s numbers are fluid: ten perhaps 
at one glance, four at another. Where they come from or disappear to I somehow cannot 
know. Many use their fingers to draw, some use sticks. The patterns are intricate, 
beautiful. Strange to say for something so ephemeral. The drawings are heartbreakingly 
lovely, dreamy, fated to be disappeared by the next strong wind or uncommon rain. 
This is the outskirts of a shantytown, some distance outside Alice Springs. The 
poverty here, as we all know, is abject, the stench of institutionalisation strong in the 
nostrils like the rotting corpses of cattle, picked up by an afternoon breeze and deposited 
here with nature’s cruel indifference. 
As if they know this only too well, as if they have come to this realisation bodily 
with hard lessons and harsh words from their ancestors, the majority of the population sit 
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solemnly in whatever shade they can find: makeshift balconies and a rare tree, anaemic 
looking and strange. They watch their children as if beaten into submission by the 
merciless midday sun. Their silent faces seem to transmit the message that one day soon; 
you too will be like us. 
This is where my grandfather’s story begins to mould itself around my actual 
living memories, taking shape like stories do as you turn the pages of books. A brand 
spanking new HJ Premier sedan stands idle, gleaming goldly in the broiling light, 
perverse out here in its radiance. This is Holden’s latest model: V8-engined and fitted 
with every luxury a driver could want: eight-track tape player, air conditioning, electric 
windows. Despite its up-to-the-minute status, the impression is that this is a city car, 
doomed as ice cream in this environment. But I recall my father talking with wonder 
about this machine, how he’d always wished he’d inherited it, how much it would be 
worth these days, his crushing disappointment that this never happened. 
I have it third hand that the vehicle has had roughly the same impact in this 
settlement as a Presidential motorcade in an American housing project. Young men 
cluster around the apparition in admiration, excitement, some displaying no small amount 
of contrary derision. Regardless of their position on the car’s status, they are unable to 
stop their hands from running sensuously along the yellowy-brown duco. They talk 
excitedly, gesticulate wildly. Pointing, discussing. Almost dancing. One of them lies flat 
on the ground, examining the undercarriage as if nothing as fascinating as this has ever 
crossed his path before. 
In one of the smaller of the shacks, airless and dirt-floored, John Clay stands 
beside George Myall, a man in his late twenties who wears paint splattered shorts and a 
singlet. Clay presents as categorically out of place here in his suit and tie and city slicker 
shoes, although he has made the concession of removing his jacket and slinging it over 
his shoulder in the oveny heat of the corrugated iron room. Sweat pools in the whiteness 
of his shirt and runs in tiny rivulets down the skin of his face. Clay thinks he can see his 
own end in this murderous sweltering: the frivolous and entirely urban mistake of not 
drinking quite enough water, a broken air-conditioning system or falling asleep outdoors.  
 George and Clay regard a large stretched canvas lying against one of the walls. It 
is a half-finished depiction of a landscape; a crude imitation of traditional European 
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styles: soft light, leisured subjects and pleasantly shady trees. Other paintings are arrayed 
in various states of completion around the rest of the space: more Western style 
landscapes, figure studies, still lifes. George’s small son sits naked in a corner of the 
room, playing an unknowable game with an empty paint can. 
 ‘Why have you gone back to this, George?’ Folding his arms across his chest. ‘I 
thought we talked about this last time?’ 
 ‘No one out here liked any of the other stuff. Didn’t think you would either.’ 
 ‘I told you not to listen to anyone else, George. I can’t sell these. They don’t say 
anything. Do you know what I mean?’ 
 George doesn’t answer and Clay’s eyes wander to the child in the corner. ‘I can’t 
sell these.’ 
 George whistles at the young boy and the child looks up from the can to his 
father, who motions with a sharp jerk of his head for him to go play outside. The boy 
rises and leaves in a fluid, practised motion. 
 George walks to a corner of the shack where twenty or so canvases lay stacked, 
covered in a dusty tarp. In the frantic layout of the place, Clay had not noticed them upon 
first arriving. George removes two from the pile and stands them in front of the canvas 
the two men have just been looking at. 
 They are distinct, though abstract, local art, each about half the size of the 
previous work. Meaningfully, Clay’s eyes come to life and he draws himself closer to the 
paintings. He unfolds his arms, drops his jacket on the floor and squats on his haunches, 
touching the edges of the canvas worshipfully as one might a new lover. 
 ‘This is what I’m talking about, George. Less whitefella, more blackfella. I want 
to see your dreaming, not mine.’ 
 Clay now crosses the room quickly, the springy steps of an excited teenager. He 
begins examining the rest of the pile the paintings came from, hurriedly flicking through 
them with the desperate poverty of a collector in a record store. 
 Startled by the other man’s sudden enthusiasm, George backs away to the 
opposite side of the shack. Here he notices his son peering cheekily through a diamond-
shaped hole in the tin. George grabs a loaded paintbrush and flicks it at the child, hitting 
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him on the cheek with a jet of white paint. The boy squirms and squeals and ducks out of 
sight, laughing and kicking up dust. 
 ‘This is incredible work, George.’ Clay sounds like he is in a trance now. ‘It’s 
yours. It’s pure. I’ll take all of these.’ 
 ‘Mine.’ 
 ‘What did you say?’ 
 ‘Nothing.’ 
 ‘I’ll take them all.’ 
 As Clay continues to admire his and his government’s new acquisitions, George is 
continuing to inch further away. Eventually, he is backed completely against the opposite 
wall to Clay, where he attempts to clandestinely flip the corner of a drop sheet over 
another stack of canvases. 
 ‘What are those?’ says Clay. 
 ‘Nothing. Rubbish.’ 
 Wily now. ‘Let me see.’ 
 George attempts to stand his ground and, without quite knowing that he is doing 
so, Clay brushes him aside with his enthusiasm. For some reason, I fancy that George 
remembers a statue he saw once in a park in Darwin of a whitefella war hero. The 
children playing senselessly at its base saddened him somehow. 
 ‘These are even better George.’ 
 Four or five paintings into this new stack, Clay discovers a canvas that his 
educated eye tells him doesn’t belong, even before he registers the fact that it has been 
slashed from end to end. Although marginally abstract, the painting clearly depicts a 
humanoid figure, its hands and feet fused together. Like an image from a horror film, the 
painting causes both fear and excitement to rise in Clay’s stomach. He slowly turns his 
head from the canvas and looks directly at George. 
 ‘Why is this one damaged like this? Is there something wrong with it?’ 
 ‘I didn’t do that. Anyway, better go. The missus’ll be back soon and I need to get 
this place looking orderly again.’ 
 ‘Of course. No problem.’ Clay is still staring intently at the artist, taken aback 
slightly by the suddenness of the end of proceedings. As he begins to walk out the door, 
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his head turns once more to take in the white on ochre of the painted anthropoid shape. 
Like the afterimage of the sun burnt into the retina, it lingers there and feels, for a 
moment, as if it always will. 
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In the music of my dreams, I hear these words spoken and I read them on the page with 
something like the precision of notes from a perfectly tuned instrument. Like music, they 
fly through the air, ephemeral as birds, with the beauty and seductiveness only the truly 
unobtainable can elicit. In the mornings, I try to write them down as only half 
remembering them and they slip away like the dreams they only ever were. 
 But then I put what was once my father’s copy of Born Sandy Devotional on the 
turntable and I listen to David McComb, decades dead now, talking directly to me of this 
place we both call home. His husky baritone tells me of land so flat it could well have 
been ocean and his high beams digging deep into the night’s black. Sun on the sidewalks 
he wrote about burns his children’s feet as they walk home from the beach. His heat-
forlorn and somehow wholly Australian dogs lick drips from the garage tap, miles from 
nowhere, just a spot on the map. The power of the imagery feels to me like a hit of 
heroin, mainlined into my system and gone straight to some animal part of my brain I 
always knew existed, but didn’t realise I knew. 
 Or I spend a leisure hour thinking of an artist like Nick Cave. Not necessarily my 
favourite writer of all time, but someone whose overall career I have nothing but the 
strongest and most meaningful admiration for. Pretty much exactly the same age as my 
father – dad tells a great story about a drunken conversation they once had – Cave walked 
the same Melbourne streets my parents and I did, probably went to the same music 
venues, maybe even smoked the same brand of cigarettes. From this starting place we 
share, he managed to forge an international career of true independence and worth, 
encompassing the fields of film, literature and, of course, his oftentimes wildly singular 
music. The fact it all began in my very own backyard has often given me a sense of value 
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myself. For some occult reason, Cave’s peculiar brand of Australian Gothic, despite the 
fact it’s nothing like how I want to write, has always encouraged me to continue putting 
pen to paper. 
 For some people, music is just sounds, which is fine of course. For me, though, I 
could never separate out the sound from the historicity of the utterances being made, both 
vocally and sonically. On first hearing Joy Division and understanding that synthesisers 
were so new back then, I marvelled at the otherworldliness people must have been 
experiencing in the music and, for a moment, I too lived in a world where this particular 
interleaving of resonances had never been heard before, a sound surely, it must have 
seemed, from the furthest reaches of outer space.  
Then hearing and seeing anomalous Siouxsie Sioux, strutting her stuff long before 
second wave feminism had gained anything like the foothold it has today. All these 
things contributed to filling me with the chutzpah that has taken me to the place I find 
myself in now. My life, too, could sound like this, I suddenly realised, like anything I 
wanted it to, really, and the results of this realisation have been more treasurable than I 
ever could have imagined. 
 I had practise, too. In a sense, I was always destined to speak slash sing this way. 
Growing up, I was – never reluctantly – something like the family DJ. My father’s 
extensive collection of punk vinyl and my mother’s love of having music played to her, 
once exclusively my dad’s domain, both contributed to my growth into what was only 
half-jokingly referred to as a musicologist. If someone was feeling down, or had just 
broken up with a boyfriend, I always knew exactly the right song to soundtrack their 
emotions. 
 In the interstices between dreaming and wakefulness, history and place; this is 
where the creative act of writing lives for me. The music I listen to, the films I’ve seen 
and, naturally, the books I’ve read, all play their part in this slightly mad dance, 
something like distinct yet complimentary voices in my own choir, singing of the place 
where I live and the things that have happened here. But what to say next is entirely my 
terrible and wonderful choice. The conundrum of what is to follow belongs only to me. 
 I hope I can speak well. I hope I can do these subjects the justice it feels to me 
they still haven’t received. 
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But language can fail us also, as it has so many times for me in the past. A foreign friend 
once asked me, how do you Australians love in such a bright landscape? And it’s a very 
good question. I think about the peculiar luminance of this country’s light: so markedly 
non-European and anti-pastoral. It seems that, in a way, there is no room for romanticism 
here: our men not moustachioed and dominating nature’s terrible power, our women 
seldom muslin-clothed and demure, rarely framed by candlelight, more often than not 
squinting and hat and pants-wearing and work-sweaty. 
 If loving is hard, then so is speaking, and all the poetry in the world is never going 
to save us. 
 But I live in the city, where these old dichotomies about Australia do not 
necessarily signify. It then becomes important to ask if we love differently in an urban 
landscape, or even if we love at all. At university, I discovered the Situationists, whose 
delinquent critique asked how we could transform the city to more adequately reflect our 
desires. The question is: does language serve our environment, or is it in thrall to it, 
subject and demure, like those European ladies? Or god whispering words into our 
collective ears? I think not. 
 Not when it comes to this story at least. 
 
 
The things that shame us are the very same things we’re interested in. When I was 16, a 
friend stole twenty dollars from my room. Later, he claimed he was only borrowing it. 
For reasons I still don’t fully understand, it unnerved me completely. Something closed 
up inside me and I could barely rouse myself from beneath the relative comfort of the 
sheets. I didn’t talk to Terrance or anyone from his group for a year. I saw a counsellor. 
Stayed at home and read books on history and politics and art. My parents – cause and 
effectors that they are – tried to book a special session where they could ask if there was 
anything they should be doing differently. They were told, reductively in hindsight, that 
this was a private matter. 
 My dad would visit me in my sickbed and tell me story after story. His days as a 
spiky-haired punk, family history, the history of the various places he’d lived. I still recall 
	 50 
the odd angle his weight would give to my bed as he perched on its foamy edge. I recall 
also that it was here, during these sometimes drawn out narratives, that he first started 
calling me Addy, and it has stuck as a family nickname with the inevitability of an exhale 
ever since. 
 Then I snapped out of it with the suddenness and uncontrollability of a hormone 
surge. Terrance, who I could barely bring myself to think about for all that time, seemed 
to me again what he had in fact always been: a charmingly untrustworthy but thoroughly 
lovable larrikin in the classic bodgie tradition. With abandon, I started going out more. 
When I ran into him or any of his friends, the heart thumping nervousness I’d felt slowly 
dissipated, like back pain after acupuncture, and words stuck less forcefully in my throat.  
I remember the first conversation of any length we had post what I was now thinking 
about as ‘the incident’. It concerned a local pop punk band that had come together from 
the remnants of two other bands who’d broken up that Terrance and I had both loved, 
both spent countless evenings listening and dancing to. This new outfit, this merging of 
two small cultural forces in both our lives, was called Audi Battle, and we talked long 
into the night about the new group’s ability to blend the best of the elements we both 
individually admired from their previous incarnations. Something began to shift and take 
on a new shape and heal with the resonance and the reverberation of the words we spoke 
to each other that night. And the act of listening with attention to each other’s varying 
viewpoints on melody versus discord as it pertained to Zac’s guitar playing was soothing, 
too. I thought about that thing that Hemingway had said: something about bones breaking 
and then knitting themselves together again. Afterwards, apparently, we can be strong in 
the broken places.  
 For Terrance and I, the music we heard from Audi Battle that night had both the 
warmth of familiarity and that edge of your seat feeling of complete surprise. Like all 
good art, it spoke to us on levels we were only half aware we possessed, of things we 
might have known, but things that had only ever been communicated to us in the most 
numinous of manners. Lead singer and school friend Conway Jekyll put himself forward 
that night, in a small, distinctly homely way, as the voice of our very own generation, 
indigenous, somehow, to the here and also the now, localised and honed to a razory edge 
by the mutual recognition of things we both cared about. 
	 51 
Myself and Terrance and the group of friends that I’d recently had such trouble 
facing all went to an after party that night. It was late spring, the first of Melbourne’s 
good weather tentative in the air like haze. I remember the warm wind was sweeping his 
long blonde hair in messy clumps all over his face as we walked the deserted, after gig 
streets, sweaty yet fresh in clothes none of us had had the chance to wear for ages, 
excited to a frenzy about our mutual new favourite band, and I couldn’t help thinking 
how beautiful he looked. 
I know this is supposed to be a story about my grandfather. I know I’m supposed 
to be speaking about poor old John Clay and his mysterious illness. But I can’t help 
telling this little story of my own small malady. Bad health might change shape as it 
moves down the generations, but the telling of stories about these things will always 
make us feel just that tiny bit more well, preparing us perhaps for greater sicknesses yet 
to come.  
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It’s like this, Addy. The man was… passive, is the best way I can think of right now to 
put it. Things happened to him, I suppose, rather than around him or because of him in 
any way, shape or form. What can I say? The word malleable springs to mind. My mum 
lorded it over him in ways she probably still wouldn’t admit to today – what do you call 
it? – passive aggressive and all that.  
So, you’ve got to picture this poor arse clown in the middle of the fucking desert, 
car broken down, possibly messed with by the blackfellas he’d just been ripping off for 
their artwork. He’s hot and exasperated in his suit and tie and everything like that. It was 
the seventies, you know, so we’re talking lapels like the undersides of ocean liners, flared 
pants, lewd colour combinations. Just picture it. I mean, really, can you imagine anything 
more, I don’t know, Stupid White Man? 
Anyway, so the steam from the overcooked radiator is hissing like some kind of 
wild animal and rising creepily from the engine and mixing in with the sweat on his face 
and under his arms as he’s looking for something obvious. This is a guy who understands 
only the most rudimentary workings of the internal combustion engine and he’s hoping 
beyond all reason that there will be something he can see that will tell him in no uncertain 
terms what the hell has gone wrong out here, miles from bloody nowhere. 
It’s 4:30 maybe. Dark soon. There’s a thin piece of metal only a little stronger 
than something like a curtain rod holding this small tank of a bonnet up and your 
granddad lets it down ever so carefully like his faith in man made machines in general 
has been shaken by all this and he thinks that the bonnet of the car is some kind of set of 
jaws that’s going to fall on him and eat him alive out there. Of course, he hasn’t seen 
another car since he hardly knows when, a childhood fucking memory of a thing, really. 
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He stops looking dumbly at the motor and walks a few gentle paces from the car, 
as if testing out his legs in the heat. Even now, even at this early point, something is 
telling him to preserve his energy. The staggeringly straight road stretches as far as the 
eye can see and the sheer distance of the man made scar of a thing unsettles him in a way 
– as a city boy – he’s powerless to truly comprehend.  
 It’s way too hot to sit in the car, and he’s shit out of luck as far as the tree 
situation goes, so he follows the shade as it makes its way like an insect around the side 
of his car, and he’s sitting down in the dirt in his nice suit in order to avoid getting any 
sun on his hatless head. I guess that, somewhere in the car, he’s discovered an old orange 
juice bottle full of water for the radiator. So he takes these measured, very conservative 
sips out of it as the sun begins to go down. 
 Incidentally, Alice Springs takes its name from the fact that the early invaders 
never had to dig very far beneath the surface of the earth to find ample water, which the 
blackfellas, of course, had known for scores of centuries. Even where he is, hundreds and 
hundreds of miles from the city, the topography was probably the same, and he would 
only have to have dirtied his hands the tiniest bit to stop having to hold on to that orange 
juice bottle like his life depended on it, which, because of his ignorance, it actually did.  
 Anyway, from the sublime to the ri-fucking-diculous, because night is just about 
to fall like a curtain after a particularly bad play. Despite the shade, he’s sweating 
profusely still but soon that very same moisture will be chilling him to the bone and he’ll 
have to move back inside the car. 
 I often wonder what went through his mind right then. And I have the vaguest 
memory of him telling me once that he thought about your grandmum. Was he thinking 
about the problems they were having at the time? Problems since gone over with less and 
less discretion as Old Adelia got more tactless with age? I don’t know. I was being honest 
when I said I knew the man as passive, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t also remember 
him as thoughtful. 
 So, let’s say he starts cogitating on what the hell’s going wrong with his marriage, 
circa 1975. Alone in the desert, frightened, but still concerned about his family. Yeah, 
let’s say that. What? Stuff like: these things are surely surmountable, aren’t they? They’re 
both intelligent people. It’s the seventies, sure, but it’s not the dark ages. Freud has been 
	 54 
around for half a century and more. They both understand that problems can run deeper 
than they appear to. The surface of the ocean is not just the surface of the ocean. There’s 
a whole ecosystem, you know, teaming underneath. Yep, that’ll do. That’s an image of 
your poor old grandad I could do worse than to leave you with. 
 
 
Have you ever seen a goanna in the wild, Addy? The kind that makes the most crusty of 
hardcore punks seem tame by comparison? They’re amazing: prehistoric, proud looking 
as all hell, pointed heads sticking into the air like hot knives into butter. Try and think of 
one now, it’s blood is like a fully charged battery with the heat of the day, and it’s 
ejecting its forked tongue in the direction of John Clay, smelling the air for food or 
danger. I think there’s always this slight buzz of ancient and urgent fear that rips through 
the air when humans meet reptiles and vice versa, some kind of tingling antipathy that’s 
existed between the two species since the dawn of time. Don’t you think? But anyway, 
there’s something like a biological sigh as your grandad and this real life Godzilla come 
to some sort of understanding that they pose no threat to each other, some kind of 
mysterious knowing about their relative places in the world. 
 So the goanna moves on, its body arched skyward and its head down now, 
hunting the ground like a hoover for the smells of animals it might feed on and who are 
attracted by the drop in temperature it knows will be coming, something it feels in its 
body and the bodies of its ancestors. 
 
 
‘Are you mad at me?’ I can imagine her asking. 
 ‘No,’ he might have answered truthfully, a little to his own surprise. 
 ‘Really?’ 
 ‘Really.’ Then, ‘It’s actually much worse than that.’ 
 ‘Oh.’ A pause that could have been minutes, could have been hours. A search for 
something to occupy her hands. Fruitless. ‘What is it you feel then?’ Your poor old 
Grandparents, tentative as birds. 
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 ‘Revulsion.’ Like saying a name. ‘I mean, we make such monsters of ourselves 
when we speak to each other in these kinds of ways.’ 
 I can totally picture her saying nothing to him right then, just turning and 
continuing on with whatever it might have been she was doing. But all of this happened, 
literally, a lifetime ago, vast continents of time like ice floes between then and now, 
floating and melting and drifting between all of us. 
 Ha. Your family history, Addy. Hard as nails but still insubstantial as rumour. I 
can’t possibly know this, of course.  
 
 
So, when night falls, it’s as if someone has thrown a suffocating blanket right over the 
poor bastard’s old head. He’s assaulted with a cacophony of sounds and fleeting images 
in the corners of his eyes he simply has no motor skills to comprehend. Despite the 
brightness of the stars, the darkness here is, paradoxically, absolute. As the temperature 
drops, the mad singing of the outback grows in intensity, and he seeks refuge in the safety 
of the shell of the dead-engined car. Can’t you just see this: he knows he’s being 
ridiculous, but he locks the doors as soon as he gets inside and slinks down in his seat to 
hide his head below the line of the window. 
 From being scared shitless by what he perceived as the enormous emptiness of his 
surroundings, his turmoil has now turned full circle. From despairing for something like 
the existential hollowness of the desert, he’s now in fear of the very opposite: what 
exactly this place might contain. A kind of irrational anxiety, but fair enough don’t you 
think? It’s shocking to him because of its unforseen nature. There isn’t supposed to be 
anything out here. Know what I mean? And the sick feeling not just of fear but also of 
being so very, very wrong. And what the fuck could that noise possibly be? 
 I know that you do this, Addy, and I know you inherited it from me, so there’s no 
reason to think your grandad wouldn’t have been doing exactly the same thing. In times 
of psychic stress, unspooling memories of films we’ve seen and particularly enjoyed, is 
what I’m talking about here. For him, right then, I imagine it was the last time he and 
your nan had been to the drive-in with me and your aunt. The Canberra Sundown I think 
our local ozoner used to be called. Out near Watson or some place like that. Had the 
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movie been a Bond? Diamonds Are Forever if I’m aligning the time correctly with the 
filmography? Surely Adelia wouldn’t have approved of taking us to a film like that. Swiss 
Family Robinson? That sounds a bit more like it. Anyway, I’m sure the main things that 
were going through his mind were the cool colas on those hot but not quite unbearable 
Canberra nights, raucous burping, breeze through the open car windows, a metal speaker 
hanging idly on the glass. There would have been greasy burgers and chips, what a treat 
we used to find it. Laughter. Mum and your aunty Catherine would have fallen asleep in 
the back seat before the second feature and me and your grandad – so much alike – would 
have dreamed away the rest of the evening munching popcorn and watching the instantly 
forgettable film. 
 
 
What else would he have been doing out there? Waiting for he doesn’t even know what 
for? What kind of music would he have been able to tune into that far from Alice? Don’t 
forget, this is still a full year before punk really begins to have an impact. Radio Birdman 
are around in Sydney and The Saints up in Brissy, but they wouldn’t have been getting 
played on any kind of radio, let alone out there. E.L.O? Elton John? Bowie with a little 
bit of luck? I know. God Fucking Help Us right? I don’t think it’s anything like a stretch 
to imagine him shutting the thing off in cultural disgust. 
Okay, so, with the silence, let’s say that suddenly a familiar sound enters his 
consciousness. It’s like a dream quickly remembered. Jolted out of forgetfulness by some 
prompt we have no idea the relevance of. This sound is both chillingly alien out here and 
also comforting, and it’s growing more loudly in his head. Finally, he recognises what it 
is he’s hearing: a car. 
 The door handle refuses to open and panic grips him for a moment before he 
remembers that he’s snibbed the lock. He steps outside into the now chill night and sees 
the headlights. Perspective is nonsense out here and he has no way of telling how far 
away the car might be. He can see that the lights are getting slowly closer, though. He 
begins waving his arms in the air frantically, and jumping up and down, even though he 
suspects he looks like a complete tool and that the driver won’t be able to see him for 
ages yet. Then he starts yelling, feeling even more idiotic, but there’s some safety 
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mechanism in his brain telling him that being a complete berk about things is somehow 
judged differently out here. 
 With relief bordering on hysteria, he drinks in the sound of the engine idling 
down as the driver moves into the lower gears and applies his breaks, coming to a 
merciful and life-saving stop. 
 The car’s an American model Mustang, rare here in Australia but not unheard of. 
This particular one is bristling like a dinosaur with ariels and spotlights and gadgets. The 
single occupant leans over, winds down the passenger side window and regards this 
strange figure with a mixture of pity and amusement. 
 ‘Trouble,’ he says in a broad American accent. When your grandad used to tell 
me this story, he always made a point of emphasising that this sounded much more like a 
statement than a question. 
 
 
And here’s these two guys – total strangers, mind – sitting awkwardly in this ultra souped 
up car, silent as they carve through the pitch black night. I mean, you’ve driven in the 
country at night: your safety and sense of connectedness to the rest of the world hangs 
precariously by the tiny twin threads of the headlight beams. Beyond what they allow you 
to see, it’s as if the rest of the world simply doesn’t exist. The driver would have been lit 
devilishly by that sickly green radiance car dashboards used to give off, and they must 
have been casting furtive little looks at each other those first few miles, your grandad’s 
no doubt more worried-looking than the other guy’s. 
 I remember really well the description of the car’s citizen’s band radio set because 
these things were all the rage at the time. Apparently, it was more impressive than our 
stereo at home, filling a good portion of the space between them, even in as roomy a 
stead as this one. Presently, it starts crackling to life, like some transmission from earth 
out of a science fiction film. This guy scoops up the handset and begins embarking on a 
jargon-filled conversation with another American. The language is English as we here in 
Australia recognise it, but only in the most perfunctory of ways.  
 The driver signs off and replaces the handset, smiling half apologetically, half 
mischievously.  
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 ‘What is it that you do, Mister Waters?’ A fair enough question, when you think 
about it, all the way out there. 
 ‘Mister Waters was my old man, John. A real son of a bitch, too, if you want to 
know the truth. Please, call me C. J.’ 
 ‘Okay.’ 
 Then this American guy smiles, and it’s a gesture Clay has a lot of trouble 
referencing. It’s too familiar to be unfriendly, but it’s somehow menacing all the same. It 
might be saying something like I didn’t answer your question and I’m aware of that fact 
and I’m just having way too much fun fucking with your mind about it. Your grandad 
probably suspects it has something to do with the bloke being American. He would have 
returned the smile as best he could. 
 ‘What did you say you did for a living?’ Persistent old bastard. 
 ‘I didn’t say.’ 
 Imagine the awkwardness of this kind of a pause right here, in a conversation like 
this one, amplified out there by the cruelty of the distance and the skittishness of their 
shared isolation. 
 ‘I’m sorry,’ somehow seeing it as his fault. ‘I didn’t mean to – ‘ 
 ‘I’m just messing with you, Johnny,’ laughing wildly at his own joke, and what 
this yank sees as his Vaudevillian sense of timing. ‘I guess you could say I was a 
prospector.’ 
 There would have been an effort to laugh along with the joke, but it would have 
been relatively unsuccessful. ‘What is it you prospect for? Out here?’ Only then, 
probably, would he have remembered to add ‘C. J.’ 
 ‘I work for a big company back home. How about you, Johnny, what do you do?’ 
 A slender smile. He always hated being called Johnny. ‘I work for the Arts 
Acquisition Commission for the new National Gallery that’s being built in Canberra.’ 
 Waters nods, faux-impressed. Clay attempts to broaden his smile, trying to convey 
that he, too, is in on the little joke. A good sport, despite the fact that the social dynamics 
here are odd, to say the least, so far removed from his experience. 
 ‘Designed by an American,’ says Waters. 
 ‘Pardon?’ 
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 ‘Canberra, where you’re from. The city was designed by an American, I think.’ 
 ‘That’s right,’ Clay says, relieved that the conversation has veered to familiar 
ground. ‘Walter Burley Griffin. A very talented architect.’ 
 ‘Wasn’t he a Freemason?’ 
 Nothing registers. ‘I’m not sure.’ 
 ‘Me neither. Just something I heard once. I may have read it in a magazine or 
something. Might be one of those – what do you call ‘em – conspiracy theories?’ 
 ‘Conspiracy theories?’  
 ‘Yeah, you know, something about all the architecture in Canberra being designed 
along the lines of some secret Freemason’s code or something. I don’t remember 
specifically. They’re a strange bunch, those guys, secret handshakes and all that.’ 
 ‘Indeed.’ 
 Another silence, like both men have tacitly agreed Freemasonry holds no more 
interest for them and they would be best returning to their previous subject. 
 ‘I’m putting together an exhibition by an Aboriginal artist in Alice Springs. Kind 
of like a test case for a possible bigger exhibition back home and eventually a permanent 
Aboriginal art collection once the National Gallery opens.’ 
 ‘Is that so? I’m kind of interested in the native culture out here myself.’ 
 ‘Really? How so?’ 
 Waters thinks about this for some time. Minutes probably, but time out there is 
measured more accurately in kilometres driven. Finally, he takes a box of Marlboros 
from its resting place on the dash and fishes a Zippo lighter out of his pants pocket. One 
hand on the wheel, he uses the other to remove a cigarette from the packet and then holds 
it towards his passenger. 
 ‘Smoke?’ 
 ‘Sure. Thanks.’ 
 The lighter is ignited with that unmistakable gun-breach-being-loaded sound and 
both cigarettes are lit, the guest’s politely before the driver’s own. The both inhale with 
pleasure and breath out in identical moments of mutual satisfaction, spaced just seconds 
apart. Somehow, there is something comical about this. Waters removes the Marlboro 
from his mouth and stares at it. 
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 ‘Funny,’ he says. 
 ‘What?’ 
 ‘Saying thanks for a cigarette.’ 
 ‘Why is that funny?’ 
 ‘You know, the whole thing about smoking being so bad for you and all.’ 
 ‘I’ve heard, but I still don’t – ’ 
 ‘I guess it’s like when you people first came here and began giving the niggers 
rum. I’m sure they were all very polite and said “thank you” and “much obliged” and 
things like that.’ 
 ‘I suppose so,’ says Clay, taking a long drag. He isn’t sure at all where the 
conversation’s going, squirming in his seat slightly at the racist epitaph but just way too 
polite to say anything. 
 ‘I guess my point is just that we might want to think twice before we say “thank 
you” for something that’s supposedly going to be doing us so much harm.’ 
 ‘I suppose you’re right. 
 There’s another long silence while both men finish their smokes and grind them 
out in the Mustang’s overflowing ashtray. 
 ‘Do you believe it, C. J.?’ 
 ‘Believe what?’ 
 ‘All this stuff about smoking causing cancer?’ 
 Waters thinks for a long while. ‘It’s doctors and scientists telling me all these 
things, so I suppose I’m kind of obliged to believe people who are, you know, smarter 
than me. Did you know that the white man originally got tobacco from the Indians in my 
country?’ 
 ‘I didn’t know that, no.’ 
 ‘Yeah. I wonder if those redskin bastards knew all along about this cancer thing?’ 
Waters laughs again at his own joke. Clay understands that it would be rude of him not to 
join in, but the best he can manage is a sort of ill chuckle. 
 ‘Doesn’t it give you the shits though?’ 
 ‘Say what?’ 
 ‘Piss you off.’ 
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 ‘How do you mean?’ 
 ‘Well, there’s even talk of banning cigarette advertising on television here. I 
remember Graham Kennedy – kind of like our version of Ed Sullivan I suppose you 
could call him – I remember him talking about how good Chesterfields were on his show 
and my dad switching brands because he thought it would make him healthier. For 
Christ’s sake, I remember my dad giving me my first packet of cigarettes for my 
fourteenth birthday and telling me they’d make me a man. I don’t know, I suppose I just 
feel duped by the whole situation. Do you know what I’m trying to say?’ 
 ‘Sure, but I suppose the moral of the story is that you shouldn’t necessarily 
believe everything you’ve been told, John.’ 
 ‘Fair point. That’s a completely fair point, C. J.’ 
 Can you imagine something like this happening today, Addy? Could you imagine 
if I’d given you a packet of Styvos for your fourteenth or even your sixteenth birthday? I 
would have been thrown in the slammer. At the very least, someone would have called 
Family Services. Rightly so. 
 
 
Anyway, we’re some miles down the road now, still maybe 90 minutes away from Alice. 
The air in the car would have become a bit more collegial by now; you’d have to think. 
The two men having discovered that thing about differences, you know, they mean less 
the more you think about similarities and all that. Also, of course, the farther you are 
away from home… 
 ‘Let me just make sure I’ve got this straight,’ says Waters. ‘You’re telling me the 
games go for five days?’ 
 ‘Five wonderful days.’ 
 ‘Correct me if I’m wrong here, but you’re also telling me that after all that time, a 
lot of these games end up a tie?’ 
 ‘We call it a draw, but yes, that’s true.’ 
 ‘You Aussies are even fucking crazier than I thought.’ 
 Two smiles pause the conversation for a time. 
 ‘Baseball,’ says Waters. 
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 ‘What about it?’ 
 ‘There’s a game with some character. My whole country’s sense of national pride, 
embodied in a ball game.’ 
 ‘I wouldn’t know about that. Cricket is… well, it’s a gentleman’s game.’ 
 ‘There’s your problem right there,’ Waters says, slapping the wheel at an angle. 
 ‘What do you mean?’ 
 ‘Being a gentleman is hardly the point of a sporting contest is it? Winning, John, 
isn’t that the thing?’ 
 I can’t see your grandfather having much in the way of an answer to this question, 
so I imagine he just stayed schtum. This is not something he normally would have 
considered good manners. Out there, though, it would have seemed less rude. 
 Don’t forget, too, were only a year or two away from World Series Cricket, where 
the game is going to be revolutionised overnight. No more this gentlemanly, English kind 
of affair, but brash and Americanised: coloured clothing: day night games, multiple 
camera angles making the whole thing seem somehow entirely… carnivalesque. 
Remember before when I was saying that punk wasn’t far away? Well neither was this. I 
know you find cricket a complete bore, but I’ve always loved it, and the fact that World 
Series and punk happened so close to each other, and the fact I was at such a tender age 
during both, well, it’s always led me to equate the two, probably mistakenly, but still. 
 
 
‘C. J.?’ Imagine these words out there in a stillness so absolute even the hum of the V8 
would have been like… undercurrent. 
 ‘John.’ 
 ‘Does it ever get to you?’ 
 ‘What?’ 
 ‘You know, this.’ Looking around at the deep, relentless dark speeding by the car 
window. ‘All this… nothing.’ 
 Waters thinks for some time. The most contemplative he’s been on the journey so 
far. ‘I don’t know if you know much about the place I come from, John.’ 
 ‘A bit. Everyone knows something about America, or at least they think they do.’ 
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 ‘Here’s the thing: when the first explorers left the coastlines of my country and 
went inland, they found this land of unimaginable plenty, pretty much beyond their 
wildest dreams.’ 
 ‘Right.’ 
 ‘I mean, we had a little bit of trouble with out aboriginal population as well. There 
is the odd bit of desert here and there, too. It wasn’t a complete walk in the park – know 
what I’m saying? – but the rewards for those efforts we had to make were enormous.’ 
 ‘Okay.’ 
 ‘Now, the difference is that your great granddaddy, when he set off to explore this 
new country of his, he found this.  
 Waters waves his hand in the direction of the desert outside his window, a 
nonchalant, dismissive-looking gesture. Clay stares blankly ahead, despite the fact he can 
make nothing out. There is a lengthy, profound quiet. 
 ‘I suppose if you look at it in – what? – psychological terms, it says something 
about the levels of anxiety of a nation as a whole when it’s forced to cling so desperately 
to the coastline like you poor Aussies have to. No wonder you guys like the beach so 
much. It’s kind of like a way out with all this vast desert at your backs. All you have to 
do is drive a couple of hours from any major city anywhere in this whole country and 
you’re right in the middle of it, for Christ’s sake. Must feel kind of claustrophobic.’ 
 I don’t know if he’d ever thought about these kinds of things before, or what sort 
of effect they might have had on him had he done so, but I see him now as intensely 
effected, in a manner which he just doesn’t understand, and so he’s staring dead-eyed into 
the abyss of what he thinks of as this seemingly endless night. 
 ‘Jesus, John, lighten up would ya. Let me show you a little trick I have for 
relieving the boredom on long trips like this one. What do you say?’ 
 Clay drags his face away from the coldness of the window and nods. 
 An impish smile comes over Waters’ face. He cuts the headlights, plunging the 
world into a blackness terrifying and absolute. For a moment, your grandad is once again 
a child being thrown into the air by his father then caught again: fear possessing him that 
no adult words can placate. They continue to drive for what seems like forever, cocooned 
in darkness, the car’s movement suddenly chilling rather than a comfort. 
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 ‘Ah, C. J.’ 
 Waters flicks the lights back on and relief instantly floods Clay’s body, but he 
tries not to show this to Waters. He’s dealt with people like this before, everyone has. 
You know how it is: the viciousness of the playground, or a drunken conversation gone 
too far. The more vulnerability they sense, the more likely they are to keep going. You 
don’t want to be encouraging them, is what I’m saying. 
 ‘That’s what I call nothing,’ Waters says. The same rascally smile is still on his 
face. No doubt it’s been there the whole time, in the darkened desert. 
 
 
‘How about you, John? Your dad serve?’ 
 ‘New Guinea.’ 
 Wordlessly, Waters removes his right hand and proffers it in your grandad’s 
direction. I imagine him being a little uncomfortable as he shakes it. Like most 
Australians, it’s a pretty safe bet he never fully understood the fetishistic way that 
Americans regard military matters. 
 They’ve been talking about The War, World War Two, the war that came after 
what was supposed to be the war to end all wars, without any shadow of a doubt the 
twentieth century’s most deeply sinister moment. It’s been over just a touch longer than 
thirty years as these two men are talking, but its impact was such that it still cast its 
shadow over many a conversation, especially those of Clay’s dad and the men of that 
generation. It was distant enough to slightly perplex those of Clay and Waters’ 
generations, but of such consequence, of course, as to demand respect from even the most 
unengaged and least curious. It was kind of like an absolute: the right to vote, not 
crossing a picket line, something like that. As a boy myself, I remember the hushed tones 
and the funereal mood that would suddenly come over a room whenever it was spoken 
about by anyone. 
 ‘And you, C. J., was Mister Waters a soldier?’ This was about as humorous as the 
man got, to be frank. He may have seen it as something like good heartedness – jostling 
with the mister thing. Familiarity between two men, not quite mates, but stuck out here 
for reasons beyond their control so, you know, what the hell hey? 
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 But Waters shoots him a look that conveys in no uncertain terms that what they 
are about to discuss is no laughing matter. Waters has the kind of face where it only takes 
the slightest movement of a single muscle to change radically, an expression of 
cheerfulness to one of the deepest malevolence: a look you might give someone you’re 
pointing a gun at. You know how it is with Americans: the friendliest and most deadly 
people in the world, calling everyone ‘sir’ and welcoming you into their homes – a 
deeply religious people, for the most part – but armed to the teeth so that if anything ever 
does go wrong, well, look the hell out, know what I’m saying? 
 ‘Hundred and First Airborne,’ Waters says. You’ve read Freud, Addy. You know 
how you sometimes come across statements he makes that kind of broach no further 
questions? Well ‘Hundred and First Airborne’ is something like that. You’ve also seen 
Band of Brothers. You know what I’m talking about. 
 ‘Really?’ Clay says. ‘What regiment?’ 
 Waters smiles. ‘The 506th,’ he says, pausing for effect. ‘Easy Company.’ 
 ‘He was in Bastogne?’ 
 ‘Oh yeah. Never shut up about it when I was a kid, either. “We stopped those 
Nazi bastards in their tracks.” “They were never the same once we’d got through with 
them.” Stuff like that. To hear him tell it, he and his buddies single-handedly won the 
war.’ 
 The Battle of the Bulge was legend back then, even all the way over on this side 
of the world. Clay would have been seriously impressed. I’m sure there would have been 
a teacher in his childhood talking about it in class with probably more reverence than you 
could imagine anyone talking about anything now. 
 ‘Mister Waters might not be too far off the mark.’ 
 ‘You may be right,’ Waters says, with a rare expression that concedes the other 
man has a point. ‘Stupid old pole cat.’ 
 An unspoken agreement often gets reached in conversations such as this one, 
where both parties wordlessly concede that there has been enough talk of war. But there 
is something nagging away at Clay, like these things do a lot with several members of 
your family Addy, myself included, and there’s a part of him doesn’t want the 
conversation to be entirely over, not just yet. 
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 ‘I always admired what the Americans were able to do in Europe during the war,’ 
he says. Waters seems to take this as some kind of personal compliment and nods his 
head in acknowledgement. ‘And what they did here in the Pacific, too,’ he adds. ‘I 
remember as a young boy going into town with my mother and the Yankee soldiers were 
everywhere, you know? It’s actually one of the strongest images of my childhood. They 
were always so polite. A negro gave me something he called candy. I’d never heard of it 
referred to that way before. We say sweets or lollies. At first I wouldn’t take it. I’m still 
not sure if it was because of the name or because he was the first black man I’d ever 
seen.’ 
 Waters gives a short, snorty laugh. ‘Lollies? Sure is a cute version of English you 
guys have here.’ 
 The ground seemingly firmer now, Clay continues. ‘I’ve just always thought the 
world would have been so different, a much better place if the Americans hadn’t 
evacuated the Nazi brains trust and intelligence agencies and had them come work for 
them after the war. Do you know what I mean?’ 
 ‘I’m not entirely sure that I do, John, no.’ Waters is clearly annoyed. ‘We used the 
Nazis in our fight against communism.’ 
 ‘Forget it, C. J. It’s just that… No, forget it.’ 
 ‘Come on, John, it’s just that what?’ 
 ‘Well, you lie down with dogs, C. J., you’re going to get fleas.’ 
 Waters laughs. ‘That sounds like something I’d say.’ 
 Clay laughs too, an explosive, tension-relieving guffaw with nothing particular 
driving it. ‘You’re right. It sounds exactly like something you’d say.’ 
 
 
Remember those lines from ‘Lonely Stretch, Addy? Land so flat could well have been 
ocean/ no distinguishing features in any direction? I took her down inch by inch to the 
floor/ pointed her nose through a crack in the door? Fingering my silver saint 
Christopher and saving my empty shells for her? McComb wrote that about Western 
Australia, of course, not The Centre, but they signify, Addy. They really fucking signify. 
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 Anyway, your grandad is saying ‘I don’t believe it.’ He’s flabbergasted. ‘You 
Yanks say that about anyone you don’t like.’ 
 Waters shoots him a look that says something like you better believe it. 
 ‘The guy’s a goddamned communist, John.’ 
 ‘Like Allende was a communist? The bloody Coca-Cola coup? That man was 
simply a nationalist, C. J., just like Gough.’ 
 Waters smiles condescendingly, with an accompanying small shake of his head. 
‘Look, John, trust me when I tell you you’d be much better of without your Mister 
Whitlam.’ 
 ‘The man’s a visionary.’ There’s great personal conviction here, but little hope 
that the view being expressed will register with his companion in any meaningful way. 
 ‘Whatever you say, buddy.’ 
 The car’s headlights illuminate a green and white neon road sign that reads 
ALICE SPRINGS 100 and you know how it is when you’ve been on a long drive like 
that. There’s a sense of relief that the end of homesickness suddenly has a number 
attached to it. For him, it must have been, like, this journey of convenience will soon be 
over. The two of them can then get on with their very separate and very different lives. 
 One hand on the wheel, Waters reaches over Clay and opens the glove 
compartment, removing a small, round pillbox. Both hands back on the wheel now, he 
opens the lid and removes two white tablets, placing them carefully on his tongue and 
swallowing them with a backwards jerk of his head. 
 ‘What are those?’ asks Clay. 
 ‘Nembutal,’ Waters answers. ‘I get these headaches sometimes. These kill ‘em 
deader than Dillinger. They make me a little drowsy, but what are you gonna do?’ 
 But still annoyed perhaps by their previous conversation, Waters does his flicking 
the headlights off thing again, knowing instinctively how much it bothers Clay. They 
drive in utter darkness for way too long this time. 
 And a baleful thud resounds through the car like a bomb has just gone off. 
Briefly, the vehicle seems to take flight and then come crashing back down to earth with 
the sickening scrape of metal on asphalt. The windscreen is shattered into thousands of 
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tiny pieces and Waters brakes hard, tyres screeching. This is years before seat belt laws 
and both men are thrown into the dashboard. 
 Everything is suddenly very still now, the car’s idling engine singing in the 
silence, throaty and repetitive, like a large bird of prey. 
 ‘Fuck me,’ says Waters. ‘Oh fuck me.’ 
 ‘What was that? A roo?’ Turning his head to peer through the rear window. A tiny 
diamond of flying glass has hit him in the forehead, just inches above his left eye. Despite 
the wound being a small one, there is a ribbon of blood running down the side of his face. 
‘Waters, was that a kangaroo?’ 
 ‘I don’t know.’ Waters is looking intently at the rear view mirror, but the night is 
too black for him to be able to make anything out. He flicks the headlight switch and the 
road ahead comes to life like a projector has been turned on in a cinema. ‘You’re 
bleeding. There’s a first aid kit in the glove compartment. Put something on it.’ 
 ‘Oh god.’ Fingers to his face and a warm, sticky rivulet of red. 
 ‘Don’t worry.’ Authoritatively. ‘Face wounds bleed a lot, but it’s not deep. You’ll 
be fine. I’m going outside.’ 
 Suddenly, your grandfather would have wanted very much not to be alone, and 
his face wound would have begun to seem trivial. ‘I’m coming too.’ 
 
 
Do you remember telling me about the time in primary school when your class went to 
the old person’s home and sang Christmas carols? From what I remember, you were 
telling me about this old lady that started crying and it was like you couldn’t quite work 
out why. You were only about six or seven at the time, and I didn’t realise right then that 
this was what was happening, but it was like you were asking me, pleading with me, 
really, to tell you this world I’d gotten you into so very recently wasn’t really as sad as all 
that. It can’t be, not really, dad, can it? This was what you seemed to be saying with your 
eyes. It’s one of my great regrets that I didn’t have anything for you that day, I don’t 
know, if I had have thought about it some more I might have been able to say something 
to you that might have made it a little bit better. Something about humankind’s 
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achievements or something. A diatribe on great art maybe? I don’t know. I still don’t 
have an answer for you. This story might be all I’ve got. 
 
 
Anyway, Clay and Waters both exit the car from opposite sides. Waters has gotten a 
torch from somewhere. The V8 motor is still burbling away, the heat of the exhaust pipe 
making a large, vaporous cloud in the freezing night air. Clay might have thought of fog 
in the streets of a London he’d never seen as he and the American walk sheepishly 
through the haze and, for the first time, a crumpled heap appears in their vision some 
distance ahead. Everything is drowned red by the rear lights of the car. Like actors hitting 
a mark, they both stop dead at exactly the same time. Waters flicks on the torch and the 
two men cast worried glances at each other before proceeding again tentatively. No doubt 
their hearts are sinking further with each step they take. 
 They don’t find any kangaroo, Addy. It’s not a dingo or anything like that either. 
What they find is a young boy, fourteen or fifteen years old at the most, naked except for 
some sort of loincloth. He’s curled up in a half ball foetal position in the middle of the 
road, facing away from them. His skinny spine is curled and ridged and facing towards 
them, but doesn’t seem right somehow. Slick and shiny blood seeps slowly from the 
boy’s head, forming a pool expanding with painful slowness. Their feet stop right at its 
edge. 
 ‘Oh no… Jesus.’ Clay kneels down and checks the boy’s neck for a pulse. 
Nothing. 
 ‘Goddamnit. Where the hell did he come from, anyway?’  
 Clay slowly removes his hand from the boy’s neck. ‘You stupid bloody idiot.’ 
 ‘What the hell was he doing out here anyway?’ 
 Finally, Clay rises from his haunches. ‘For god’s sake, how would I know? He 
was probably on walkabout.’ 
 ‘They still do that?’ 
 ‘Some of them I think. Anyway, get on your radio. We need to report this.’ Even 
though Clay has not taken his eyes from the dead boy, he can feel Waters’ hesitation like 
he’d been looking directly at him. Turning slowly in his direction, he says, ‘come on.’ 
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 ‘Hang on, John. We have to think here. This is one of those situations where we 
really don’t want to go off half-cocked.’ 
 ‘What?’ 
 ‘I said, this is not time to go – ‘ 
 ‘I heard what you said. Please, spare me the gun metaphors would you?’ 
 Waters says nothing. It’s like he’s assessed the situation and decided it’s time for 
him to take some medicine. A guilty dog of some kind, I don’t know.  
 But this kind of thing only ever lasts so long with these sorts of people. After a 
short pause, he starts speaking again. ‘Who do you want me to radio, John? The people I 
work for will not want to know anything about this, trust me.’ 
 ‘Are you serious?’ 
 ‘Serious as cancer.’ Then, as if summing up what’s happened and reaching the 
same, still unpalatable conclusion, ‘Fuck.’ 
 There would have been a calmness in Clay, a diplomacy, you could almost call it. 
Inside, though, a panic would have been rising up in him with rapidity and purpose. To 
look at him, you never would have guessed it and, to the casual observer, he might have 
seemed creepily calm. You and I, though, we know how this kind of thing feels. 
Remember that episode of The West Wing? Ain’t nothin’ but a family thing. 
 ‘We have to take him in and report it, C. J. We need to see if we can find his 
people. We need to tell them there’s been a terrible accident. That’s what this is, after all, 
an accident. We need to speak to someone about this.’ 
 ‘What about your people, John?’ 
 No answer. 
 ‘Adelia,’ says Waters. ‘Your kids.’ He has remembered this information – surely 
only mentioned in passing – like some people are said to be able to do with statistics and, 
I don’t know, sports scores, cold data. ‘Are you ready to talk to them about this? How 
will this look to the people you work for, John? Jesus, just think about that for a minute 
would you?’ 
 As always happens, something breaks. The panic that can no longer be contained? 
Something to do with the man’s personal history? I don’t know. Either way, Clay 
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screams at the top of his lungs, just flat out… screams. ‘It was an accident.’ It’s like he’s 
trying to convince himself, too. 
 There’s an icy calm to Waters now. ‘You really think that matters?’ 
 Clay stares at Waters in complex horror. He then looks back at the dead boy, then 
back again at Waters. The revulsion he feels now about the death they’ve caused is less 
than what he feels when he looks at the other man, and he is powerless to understand 
why. Incongruously, he laughs. ‘Yes,’ he says. ‘I do think it matters. And if you don’t 
report this, I will.’ 
 Waters stares blankly, then turns and walks back to his car with horrible serenity. 
 Dumbfounded, Clay watches as Waters climbs in and revs the motor like a 
teenager, causing the vehicle to sway from side to side. Is the sound an invitation? A 
challenge? Clay rushes towards the car, heart racing. 
 Waters drops the clutch dramatically and the car speeds off just before Clay 
reaches it, leaving a shiny black scar of rubber on the already black road. He watches in 
disbelief as the red taillights grow smaller in the night.  
 
 
When I was a very little boy I remember watching a film with dad late one night on 
television. He and your grandmum were very strict about me going to bed at a certain 
time, and this feels like it was a lot later than I was supposed to be up. I think I was sick 
or something, I’m not sure. I don’t remember anything about the film, but I do remember 
I was curled up in my dad’s lap, sleepy, but wanting to stay up as long as could because it 
was such a special treat. There was this image on the telly of a lone figure carrying a 
lantern to light their way across an English common after lights out during The Blitz, I do 
remember that. I have no way of knowing whether that was what he might have been 
thinking about right then, but for some reason, I’d like to think that it was. 
 
 
This part of the story’s coming to a close now, and your grandad feels the silence out 
there and the sense of solitude as immense, oppressive. There’s also the sudden tragedy 
of the situation to add to his anguish. Have you ever been in an elevator that drops five 
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floors before the emergency brakes kick in? Or a plane that looses altitude? The question 
is always how much further will we fall?  
 Compulsively, he checks the body again. He knows beyond any doubt that the 
boy is dead, but he does it nonetheless. Today it might be called an OCD-type thing. He 
then starts walking quickly around in circles. To keep himself warm? Just to, you know, 
be doing something? He begins kicking sand, slowly at first, small clouds of grain and 
dust rising from his feet. Then he starts doing it more and more violently, big billows 
now soaring up out of the earth with his harder and increasingly desperate blows. Finally, 
he lies down on his stomach and just begins… pummelling. Harder and harder it gets, 
until he’s crying and screaming. Maybe for what’s happened, maybe for himself. It might 
just the pain the country is making in his hands. Exhausted, defeated, he stops eventually, 
rests his face on the ground and just sobs, the gritty granules of what once must have 
been rocks sticking to his tears and his snot and the moisture in his mouth. 
 An hour passes, except it could be only a minute. He hears again the familiar and 
frightening sound of an approaching car. 
 Is he like those criminals in those corny TV shows that really want to get caught 
and the cops are actually just doing them a favour? All it takes is some strong language 
and their putty in the lawperson’s hand? Is he stuck somewhere in between where, well, 
he doesn’t want to get blamed for what happened of course, but at least now he can report 
it, like he’d wanted to do earlier? 
 Either way, that familiar panic rises up again, even more quickly this time, and he 
instinctively looks for cover. There is none, of course, not out here, so he just stands 
erect, giddiness fading now, and awaits his fate. 
 The headlights expand and the sound of the engine becomes more and more 
menacing. Close now, the brightness of the artificial light – especially in this darkness – 
effectively blinds him, and he tries to shield his eyes with a shading hand. The car comes 
to a slow stop and the driver steps out. The man is obscured for Clay behind the glare. 
Changing the angle of his hand on his forehead and darkening his eyes with different 
parts of his arm has no effect. He still can’t make out who it is coming towards him. 
 ‘Trouble?’ Disembodied, American accented. 
 ‘C. J.’ Clay says, with a relief that surprises him.  
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 Waters reaches through the window of the Mustang and dips the headlights. The 
dimness of this new illumination is a relief, and Clay lowers his arm. As his eyes adjust, 
Waters comes into focus and appears to be smiling, almost glad to see him, like old 
friends run unexpectedly into each other on a city street. 
 The American walks to the rear of the car and opens the boot. Clay watches him 
rummage around briefly before removing two shovels: one the regular long-handled 
variety, the other a collapsible, military-style trenching tool. He walks slowly towards 
Clay who is rooted to the spot like shill bidders at a house auction. 
 ‘Think quick,’ he says, throwing the smaller of the two shovels in Clay’s 
direction. It falls at your granddad’s feet, and there’s a moment of strange silence. 
 ‘Anyway,’ Waters says, and turns and walks back in the direction of the body. 
 When Waters reaches the dead boy, the two men are some distance from each 
other, but the silence out there is so absolute that Waters only has to raise his voice 
marginally and Clay can hear him like they’re standing next to each other. ‘You know, 
you used to be able to shoot Aborigines here if they wandered onto your property. This 
only changed very recently.’   
Clay continues to stare, still unmoving. ‘They also used to be dealt with by the 
Department of Flora and Fauna.’ 
 Clay looks down at the shovel at his feet for the longest of times. Eventually, he 
bends in a slow bow and picks it up. 
 ‘Try to think of it like we hit one of your kangaroos.’ 
 
 
The sun coming up is the most quotidian thing, but the light that next morning must have 
been so menacing, frighteningly bright. Waters and Clay driving in that crippled, 
windowless Yank Tank. Firm silence. Waters wears mirrored sunglasses to shield his 
eyes not only from the glare, but also the wind, knuckles white as he grips the wheel. 
Clay turns his head away from the front of the car to protect his own eyes, giving the 
appearance that he’s acting like an insolent child. When he sneaks a peak over at the 
driver, he notices that Waters’ hands are covered in red dirt; clusters of it entrenched 
beneath his fingernails.  
	 74 
Looking at his own hands, Clay sees that the rich, red soil has left similar stains. 
Water, out there, is a commodity more valuable in some ways than gold. With none 
about, he wipes them furiously on his pants and wrings them together in a futile attempt 
to make them cleaner. 
Eventually, they pass a large sign on the outskirts of town that reads WELCOME 
TO ALICE SPRINGS. PLEASE DRIVE CAREFULLY. 
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I’m told that on the outskirts of Alice springs, there are rough and ready bars that have, 
even today, escaped the curse or blessing – depending on your worldview – of feeling as 
if they somehow have to be… cool. Small, sticky tables, doors clearly and ornately still 
marked Lady’s Lounge in curlicued letters on frosted glass, disdain for beverages that 
aren’t, well, beer. If I ever travel to The Centre, I’ll make it my business to sit in such 
place and, for the first time in my life, complexly, I imagine I’ll feel the need for male 
protection. 
 My grandad and his American companion would have called into a pub like I’m 
describing right after their ordeal, holding their more-for-medicinal-purposes drinks with 
trembling hands.  
 Clay, on walking in, has the distinct impression Waters has been here several 
times before. There’s an ambience to the place not unlike that of music venues: a trace of 
the artistry and sounds of the bands that have played them. There’s a certain way the 
American man carries himself through the door, sure looks people give or don’t give him, 
the very air in the room changing as he cuts his own, distinct swath through it. 
 For the most part, the patrons are coarse looking, tanned men, drinking copious 
amounts of ale from large glasses. Pots or middies are the standard in other parts of the 
country, but pissing on is taken very seriously here, and this is reflected in both the size 
of the containers and the earnestness with which they are clutched.  
 ‘What do you want me to say, John?’ Like the opening line from a country song. 
His voice as conciliatory as it’s been, head down and the question directed somewhere in 
the vicinity of Clay’s chest. 
 Then, even lower, ‘John, we did – ’ 
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 ‘Please don’t say we did the right thing.’ Gripping his whiskey glass so hard that 
Waters thinks it will surely break soon. 
 ‘Jesus Christ, John.’ 
 Clay rises and turns on his heels, pirouettes away from his untouched drink and 
strides towards the door. 
 A complete lack of embarrassment, but Waters still looks around to see if anyone 
else has noticed. In a distant corner of the large, barn-like room, he recognises two young 
men – let’s call them Nate and Bob. Both of them have been fixing him with their eyes 
for some time now, as young fans might do with a minor sporting celebrity, an 
unashamed yet partially subconscious adoration that these days might be interpreted as 
the beginnings of stalking. Almost imperceptibly, the three men nod at each other. Waters 
gathers his drink and joins them. 
 ‘Voodoo Man,’ one of the youngsters says energetically as Waters sits himself 
down without asking permission. His accent is American also. More Southern, though: 
gothic and elaborate compared with Water’s clipped, Mid-Western lilt. ‘How’re the 
natives treating you?’ 
 ‘None too sociably, Bob,’ Waters says, shaking both men’s hands vigorously.  
 ‘Well, the one who gave us this, she was real sociable,’ says Nate, handing 
Waters a small piece of paper. 
 ‘I don’t need to hear about how you two cowboys got this, do I?’ Looking at both 
men wistfully. It might be a little routine they often share. Everyone smiles.  
 Waters unfolds the paper and looks at it, bewildered. A drawing of some kind, a 
human figure, made by what seems to him a childish hand. 
 ‘He don’t need to hear that.’ All three men laugh heartily, but Waters’ mirth is 
more designed, executed so that he might fit in to the dynamics of the situation easily. 
Carefully, he folds the paper and puts in in his shirt pocket. 
 ‘Keep that,’ Bob says. ‘You never know, it might help.’ 
 ‘Thanks Bob. It just might.’ 
 Waters downs his drink, shaking the glass as he places it back on the table. There 
is a small silence as everyone considers ordering more alcohol. 
 ‘Talking about things you don’t want to hear,’ says Nate. 
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 ‘Jesus guys.’ A couple of rogue sharks, that’s what I’m dealing with here, thinks 
Waters. Cowboys is fucking-A right. Off the leash and whooping it up bit time, far from 
home and damn the consequences. 
 ‘You’ll like this,’ Nate says. He takes an ostentatiously conspiratorial look around 
the room and leans in closer to Waters. ‘At least one of your problems is going to go 
disappear-o. Real soon.’ 
 ‘That’s right,’ says Bob. A theatrical raise of the eyebrows and a nod that 
indicates that he too is in the know. ‘Your people are getting some relief and they’re 
getting it real soon. Early November is looking like the time frame.’ 
 ‘No shit?’ 
 ‘Straight from the top.’ 
 ‘No shit.’ 
 Like some kind of apparition, my grandfather has appeared over Waters’ right 
shoulder. Nate and Bob are thoroughly checking him out, the only thing that alerts 
Waters to his presence. Clay is clearly embarrassed about negating the theatricality of his 
exit with a meek return, but he carries it well, with an air of forced dignity not altogether 
unbecoming that, for better or worse, runs in my family. 
 ‘I left something in your car.’ 
 
 
The car parks in these places are massive and flat; red dirt skewered by poles with 
numbers painted on them so customers don’t loose their bearings. The signs fade in the 
sun more quickly than they can ever be repainted, and as such the area has a heavily used 
feel, old even before the passing of the years. Surrounded by trucks and road trains and 
utes, Waters’ Mustang must have stood out like dog’s balls, as I discovered they’re fond 
of saying up that way. But the newly acquired dents and even the broken windshield of 
Waters’ car are not entirely unique in this sea of road-hewn vehicles. I’m sure also that 
both men must have regarded with some relief the bits of kangaroo hide and the viscous 
red goo of internal organs smashed at speed against hard metal, left to rot in difficult 
corners of grills and bumper bars of various kinds. 
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 Waters takes the boxed oil painting from the back seat of his car, handling it like 
eggs, and passes it towards Clay. At the exact moment when the pressure of Clay’s hands 
on his end dictate the etiquette that Waters release his grip, the American abruptly 
tightens it instead, then pulls the painting towards himself. Stalemate fills the space 
between them. 
 ‘Just go on doing what you’ve been doing, okay John?’ 
 Clay tightens his own grip on his end of the painting, staring meaningfully at 
Waters. Might a childish tug-of-war ensue? Clay thinks it best to prepare himself for all 
eventualities. 
 ‘Okay John?’ Clay notices Waters’ hands again. The knuckles are white, just as 
they were when he was gripping the wheel, and still encrusted with the obstinate red dirt.  
 Abruptly, Waters lets his end of the painting go, and Clay briefly wobbles on his 
feet as he attempts to simultaneously regain his balance and hold on to the painting. 
Would he have been rocketed back to his childhood? Everyone remembers the universal 
dog’s act of a playmate jumping off the seesaw while you were still at its highest point? 
Letting go of rope just to see someone fall on their bum and the merciless laughter? Even 
if we don’t realise it, even if it’s only the briefest flash, our brains still remember these 
kinds of things, nestled snuggly in that reptilian storage space. 
 ‘You should wash your hands,’ he says to Waters, attempting to tuck the painting 
under his arm before realising it is both too heavy and too big to manage. He walks off, 
struggling, in the direction of the town. 
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When I see photographs of shops from that long ago decade of the 1970s, I sometimes 
wonder how they ever thought they might survive. Ages before words such as 
‘diversification’ came into wide use, tiny stores selling nothing but a certain brand of 
engine oil, specialty stores in general, even the once ubiquitous Milk Bar – it seems to me 
anyway – must have survived solely on the optimism of their owners. 
 It didn’t sell milk or ciggies, but Alice Arts is one such institution. A shabbily run 
gallery situated in inexpensive premises on Knuckley Avenue in the northern suburb of 
Braitling. Not quite out of earshot of the tooth-loosening roar of the Darwin bound road 
trains on the nearby Stuart Highway, it was described by the real-estate agent who let it to 
its owner and manager, Morris Toliver, as ‘lively’. This is as good a description as any, in 
Toliver’s opinion, and one that illustrates perfectly the agent’s profession’s ability to be 
casual, at best, with the truth. 
 AA, as Toliver is fond of calling it, has gained the unwanted reputation in the five 
years since its not so grand opening in 1970 as a gallery that is somewhat careless with 
the work it displays. This is an accusation that Toliver robustly disputes, as by far the vast 
majority of the damage to the paintings he has had to shell out for is caused by those 
bloody road trains, shaking the buggers from the very walls. 
 So now we find Morris locking the door not very carefully after another day of 
mediocre trading. He’s a heavy-set man in his late forties, possibly early fifties. A 
confirmed bachelor, he might be thinking very nearly romantically about a large steak 
and some fresh potatoes he has waiting for him back at his house. This is not to mention 
the six tinnies of NT Draught keeping them company in the fridge.  
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 Just as the lock turns, a voice cries out his name and the big man pivots, annoyed 
that the dreamy veil has been lifted on the tranquillity of his musings. 
 It’s my grandfather, still battling with the boxed painting, attempting to speed his 
step now towards Toliver. 
 ‘Where the fuck’ve you been?’ Key still in the door. An exasperated sigh and he 
turns it back again, flinging the door histrionically open. 
 Inside, the clutter of the place would have made Clay anxious, just as people 
going about things in a manner dissimilar to ours always has in my family. A mild case of 
embarrassment for others we know we shouldn’t be feeling, but are powerless to control 
nonetheless. 
 ‘Coldie?’ Morris says. This is more of an excited statement than a question, from 
someone completely unused to people who do not drink beer. 
 ‘No.’ Then, ‘thanks.’ 
 Morris shrugs like Clay has just told him he doesn’t believe in god and kicks the 
fridge door shut. ‘Suit yourself.’ 
 Side by side now, regarding the now unboxed painting Clay has brought with 
him, one of George Myall’s traditional patterns. Clay has laid it on a bench. Not ideal, but 
the only space he could find in the busy back room. The two men crane their necks and 
swivel their heads as if viewing the painting from obscure angles might somehow provide 
them with insights they don’t yet possess. 
 A long and bewildered silence broken by the sound of Morris chugging his beer, 
surely the entire can in one go judging by the length of time. Majestically, he belches. 
‘Don’t know what the great unwashed’ll make of it. I suppose it’s a change from 
watercolours a-la-local widow. Very… abstract, though, isn’t it? Any clue as to what it’s 
supposed to mean? 
 ‘Sorry?’ Clay’s eyes have a glazed, distant look, and Morris gets the slightly 
creepy feeling that he is not being addressed directly, despite being the only other person 
in the room. 
 ‘I said, what’s the fucking thing supposed to be?’ but Clay has no answer. 
 ‘Anyway,’ Morris continues, ‘you were supposed to show up earlier. They didn’t 
give you any grief did they?’ 
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 ‘No.’ 
 ‘More to the point: we aren’t expecting any shenanigans once the show opens are 
we? 
 ‘We’ll be fine, Morris.’ 
 Unconvinced. ‘They’re pretty fucking unreliable, these people.’ 
 ‘We’ll be fine.’ 
 Morris throws his finished can across the room at a small, plastic bin, brimming 
with other empties. The new addition dislodges several others, clattering to the floor. 
Both men continue to stare at the painting. 
 ‘Time for another. Sure I can’t get you one?’ 
 ‘Thank you, Morris, but no.’ 
 ‘Suit yourself.’ 
 
 
Like Alice Arts, Clay’s not quite gaudy hotel is also just off the Stuart Highway, but 
further south, with what the manager describes to customers as an ‘outlook’ over Traeger 
Park. Clay has barely noticed the ghost gums, the heavily watered grass or the abundant 
wildlife. What he sees are the drunken local people, seemingly there all hours of the day 
or night, and his reaction is a confusing mix of revulsion and guilt. A young Paul Keating 
has just joined the ministry as my grandfather thinks these thoughts about First 
Australians, the future Prime Minister’s landmark Redfern speech and the admission that 
it was white settlers who brought the alcohol still decades away. This is a speech that we 
know John Clay will not live to see, but something of the first rumblings of the mood 
Keating tapped into is emerging in this lonely hotel room.  
 COLOUR TV IN EVERY ROOM boasts a large sign outside, conveniently 
leaving out the fact that the three commercial stations are only transmitting in ‘living’ 
colour for a few hours each day, skittish about the technology like schoolchildren with 
toys too complicated to understand. 
 He would have rung my grandmother. I remember her telling me he always did 
this. ‘No, it’s not going too well… Oh, it worked out fine in the end, I suppose… Bloody 
hire car… Nothing, it’s just hot… Nothing’s wrong, the nights are very cold… I will, I 
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promise… I just need to get some sleep… I love you, too… Tell the kids for me, will 
you.’ 
 Were these the kinds of times my grandmother would talk to him of the latest 
episode concerning my great aunt Beatrix? Poor old Crazy Bea? It would have been right 
around then that Bea’s troubles would have begun taking on the tenor of a serious illness. 
Clay would have heard the story many times before, the variations seeming more and 
more slight over the years, the only details changing would have been unimportant ones: 
the name of the man involved, the nature of how the troubles were revealed, the methods 
used for the threatened, sometimes actual, suicide attempt. Although he has grown 
accustomed, in an awful way, to this part of their lives, he has been thinking lately, 
despite himself, that it would simply be better for all concerned, Beatrix included, if one 
of her attempts succeeded. So mal-attached to this world and the others inhabiting it. Of 
course, he chastises himself constantly for this, and has never breathed a word to Adelia, 
despite the fact that he suspects she harbours similar feelings. The silence surrounding 
this kind of thinking is absolute, or it was back then at least. 
 The phone is back in its cradle now, and he stares at the umber-coloured carpet 
for a trance-like period. Even here, in this part of town, at this secret time of night, it is 
impossible to escape the gut-wrenching roar of the road trains. 
 Earlier, he has turned the sound down on the brand new Rank Arena television 
set, and now he stares dumbly at it, trying to work out what it is that Whitlam is saying to 
the media scrum. Begrudgingly, Clay rises from the bed and turns the volume dial. Of 
course, the Prime Minister is skilfully evading questions from no longer sympathetic 
reporters about the latest developments in the constitutional crisis. 
 Just before he falls asleep, Clay opens his eyes briefly and his sight is filled with 
the number for police, 000. It’s emblazoned in yellow in the centre dial of his bedside 
phone. He only sees this as the quickest of flashes before shutting his eyes again and 
hoping for oblivion. 
 
 
Then the powerful morning sun has insinuated its way through the thin spots in the 
material of the curtains and the gaps where Clay has not fully covered the windows, 
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heating the room like a greenhouse. He wakes with a start, unnerved by the harshness of 
the rays after a freezing night of sweaty dreams and an electric blanket turned all the way 
up to three. 
 Before he fully wakens, a sharp knock rings on his door, causing his heart to miss 
a beat. Snap out of bed and hurriedly dressing, incorrectly, unlike him, and further 
aggravation of his anxiety. 
 Another knock, more insistent this time. 
 ‘Just a minute.’ But the knocking continues unabated, steady and threatening as 
jungle drums in an old movie. 
 The blankness of a closed door, a fearful look around the room before opening it, 
as if a crime has been committed and he is powerless to conceal the fact. The knocks are 
hammerings now, the door sure to break off its very hinges sooner rather than later. 
Opening it like it is the last thing he will ever do. 
 Waters. Smiling beatifically. 
 ‘Morning,’ he says pleasantly, in that way that only Americans can be pleasant. 
Something to do with the knowledge they are part of such a heavily armed citizenry, I’ve 
always thought.  
 ‘What the fuck do you want?’  
Waters looks mock-hurt. ‘Nice to see you, too.’ 
 ‘Sorry. I thought…’ 
 Waiting. Then, ‘What did you think, John?’ 
 ‘I thought you were the bloody cops.’ 
 ‘It’s okay,’ Waters says, with the air of a person who has dealt with harsher and 
stranger things than this, has been spoken to in much crueller ways than what Clay has 
just done. ‘Got your car back yet?’ 
 Clay supports himself with a hand pressed firmly against the doorjamb, blood 
beginning to return to his face now that the conversation is finding level footing. The 
morning sun is shining directly into his eyes, backlighting Waters and shading his 
features so that Clay has difficulty reading his expression.  
‘It’s at the garage.’ Beads of sweat beginning to appear on his forehead. ‘They 
don’t know what’s wrong with it.’ 
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 Waters has taken a step back from the original position he occupied in the 
doorway, surveying his surroundings now like a soldier assessing terrain for possible 
enemy threats. His head moves slowly yet somehow still twitchily from side to side, like 
he’s gauging the usefulness of potential exits, getaway never far from his mind. Clay 
feels that the man is barely listening to the communication he is receiving, as though he 
already knows the answers or at least the general gist. Finally, Waters stops reconnoitring 
and focuses his attention firmly on my grandfather. 
 ‘You okay, John?’ 
 ‘I’m fine,’ 
 ‘You don’t look fine. How’re you feeling?’ 
 A nasty laugh. ‘I feel sick to my stomach. How do you think I feel?’ 
 Waters takes a step towards Clay, just close enough now to be barely out of 
striking-distance, but the two men are virtually face-to-face. One more step and this is a 
showdown. ‘You need to ride this out, John. It’s really terribly important that you’re able 
to do that.’ He lets the words hang between them for a time, staring directly into Clay’s 
eyes. Then he smiles and takes a conciliatory step backwards. Another, lowering himself 
onto a step and becoming less tall. ‘I know you feel bad.’ Then, lightly, ‘I do too.’ Clay is 
not sure he believes him. 
 ‘I almost called the police last night.’  
 Waters takes a step forward again. ‘That would have been a very stupid thing to 
do.’ 
 Clay steps backwards and resumes dressing resignedly. Waters fills the doorway. 
‘What do you want, C. J.? I need to get to the settlement.’ 
 ‘I thought you could use a ride,’ he says, inspecting the wood in the doorway like 
someone with a long lapsed interest in carpentry. 
 ‘Thanks, but no thanks.’ 
 ‘How do you plan to get out there then?’ 
 Clay stops what he is doing briefly, but doesn’t answer. 
 ‘I’d be interested to see what it’s like,’ Waters says. 
 Clay is having great trouble undoing a recalcitrant shoelace, and it is bothering 
him more than everyday problems such as this usually would. ‘Look, it’s not Disneyland 
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out there, you know? And I hope you don’t take offence, but I think I might have spent 
all the time I really want to with you already.’ 
 ‘None taken,’ Waters says calmly, but there is a sense in which Clay feels he 
actually means the opposite. Both men continue what they are doing in blank silence. It is 
Waters who finally speaks. 
 ‘Look, this is a professional thing. My company is always looking to explore 
options for giving something back to the locals.’ Waters is looking at the doorway rather 
than Clay as he says this, knocking his fist gently against the wood as if assessing its 
strength. 
 ‘Really?’ 
 ‘It’s true.’ 
 ‘Is that a social conscience I hear? Or a guilty one.’ 
 Waters smiles. One last tap of the wood. ‘Let’s go,’ he says, walking of in the 
direction of his car, knowing without doubt that Clay will be right behind him. 
 
 
Oddly, Waters’ car is the same make, model and colour as the one he was driving 
yesterday, but little differences signpost its otherness: a darker stain in the leather seats, 
tyres more or less worn, a side mirror at an angle Clay doesn’t remember it being at 
yesterday. If he makes a mental note to ask the American how he came by a replacement 
so quickly, he instantly thinks better of it. Waters would more than likely not give him a 
straight answer anyway. If he did, Clay might not like what he heard. Accept the lift and 
then be done with the man. 
 Clay is just settling into his seat as three military green buses in convoy rumble 
past his vision, their windows blackened. It reminds Clay of an old science fiction film he 
saw once: armoured personal carries, overloaded to bursting with soldiers, painted the 
same drab, government issue colour, on their way out to fight the invading Martians. The 
roar from the big, diesel engines is ear splitting, but paradoxically they move with an 
arrogant slowness. Locals on their way to work wait patiently behind the three-piece 
behemoth, moving as if a giant, living organism, breathing in the atmosphere and 
belching out sooty smoke in return, menacing as volcanic ash. 
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Storm clouds black and brooding as hardwood have gathered in the limitless sky 
surrounding the settlement. The static electricity of an approaching storm and a wind so 
strong that walking is impossible. People running around scurrying and fussing and 
gathering clothes from wildly swaying lines, weighing down possessions, collecting 
children. 
 Waters’ car is parked conspicuously outside George’s shack. Unlike Clay’s last 
visit, the young men of the camp have kept their distance this time: an invisible force 
field emanating from the seriousness in Waters’ eyes? Clay, George and George’s 
younger brother, Brian, load canvases into the roomy back seat of the vehicle, hair 
swaying, the large wrapped canvasses complicated as furniture to manoeuvre in the gale. 
 By a shack some distance away, Waters chats to an elder. Together, my 
grandfather and his American associate are as out of place as Joe Strummer’s reggae 
concert-going white man at the Hammersmith Palais in the early days of punk. Clay is 
unable to take his eyes away from Waters and the old man. Nonetheless, he asks George, 
‘Is that the last of them?’ 
 ‘That’s it, Mister Clay.’ 
 Waters removes a folded piece of paper from his shirt pocket and hands it to the 
elder. The old man studies it, his face growing more sombre the longer he looks. Clay 
cannot see clearly what is on the paper, but what little he can make out stirs a thrill of 
recognition not at all comfortable. Some kind of drawing, the elder shakes his head at it, 
but also at Waters, handing the paper back to the American. Clay turns his head and 
attempts to listen as best he can in the howling wind. 
 ‘Buladjang,’ maybe. 
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 ‘What?’ 
 ‘Buladjang.’ 
 ‘Okay, but I don’t know what that means.’ Is it the distance? The Wind? Hard to 
say, but Clay senses that Waters is using a tone of voice he hasn’t recognised before: 
conciliatory, soothing, somehow still condescending, the timbre an adult might use to 
address a particularly intelligent small child. 
 The elder backs away now, waiving his hands horizontally in the general area of 
his waist. ‘No good mate.’ Something approaching heavily accented Australian English. 
‘No good.’ 
 ‘Hold on.’ Waters seems powerless, desperate somehow, unused to conversations 
where he does not have the upper hand. 
 But the elder is walking purposefully away, disappearing behind a shack with not 
so much as a backwards glance at his wannabe new friend. There is the hint of dejection 
in the hang of Waters’ body. He folds the paper, places it carefully back into his breast 
pocket and walks towards the others. 
 ‘Almost done?’ 
 ‘Yeah.’ Clay has to shout to be heard over the increasingly strong wind. He is 
tying the canvases down into the back seat with twine, back bent to the task. When he 
finishes, he straightens towards Waters. 
 ‘What was that about?’ Nodding in the direction of where the conversation had 
just taken place. 
 ‘Nothing. Research.’ Clay doesn’t look disappointed exactly, but something in his 
expression forces Waters to relent, after a fashion. ‘Like I said, I’m kinda interested in the 
native culture around here myself.’ 
 ‘Can I see it?’ 
 ‘See what?’ 
 ‘The piece of paper you showed that elder.’ 
 ‘Sure,’ after a moment’s hesitation. 
 But the explosive sound of shattering glass forces the men to instinctively duck 
their heads before Waters can hand over the paper. They whirl around to ascertain the 
source of the noise. It appears as if the rear window of Water’s car, inches from where 
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they stand, has been shattered by a rock. Brian and George, accustomed to suspicion, 
freeze their movements, eyes saucered. Even though Clay and Waters’ interaction has 
excluded them, simple physics dictates that neither George nor Brian could have thrown 
the rock owing to their positions in front of the windscreen. Despite this, the two young 
men still make every effort to look guiltless. 
 ‘Who the fuck did that?’ Wheeling around madly, fire in his eyes. ‘Whoever it 
was, I’m going to tear that son of a bitch a new asshole.’ 
 Unnoticed until now, a dozen or so men are scattered around the damaged vehicle 
in a semi-circle. Passive faces, yet menacing, accepting of Waters accusations, defiant 
nonetheless. 
 ‘I said, who the fuck did that?’ No response, but the silence a kind of answer in 
itself. 
 Clay reaches out and grabs Waters’ arm, the American’s muscles tension-hard. ‘I 
think we’d better leave.’  
 Several of the men surrounding the car have small rocks in their hands. Neither of 
the white men are sure if it is their imaginations or not, but the rocks appear to have been 
selected for their suitability as projectiles, and the men throwing them small distances 
into the air have tiny, ominous smiles. 
 A blind elder steps forward from the circle with a god-like calm and walks 
towards the car. Despite his sightlessness, he finds his way easily to his two fellow clan 
members and unnerves them with his penetrating yet sightless gaze. George hangs his 
head as he is addressed in his native tongue. Neither my grandfather or Waters would 
have understood what was being said, of course, but – dangerous as it is to speak for 
others – we might imagine the conversation going something like this: 
 ‘What do you think you’re doing, youngfella?’ 
 ‘I’m working, uncle Mandu. Just trying to make a living.’ 
 ‘Working for this whitefella?’ 
 ‘For my family.’ 
 ‘You betray your family. These kinds of things are not for the eyes of that 
whitefella.’ 
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 ‘They’re our stories.’ Some conviction now, and a slight rise of his head. ‘People 
should see.’ 
 ‘You’re a fool, George. The only thing the whitefella hasn’t taken and you want 
to give it to him.’ 
 ‘Sell it to him, uncle, sell it to him.’ 
 ‘You sell our dreaming and the whitefella’ll poison it like he poisons everything 
else.’ 
 ‘I have to go,’ walking away and returning to join the two white men and his 
brother. Clay and Waters have been listening in on a conversation they don’t understand 
with smiles both convivial and uncomprehending.  
 ‘Trouble?’ Clay asks. 
 ‘We should leave.’ 
 
 
Waters speeds back to Alice with his passengers and cargo. There is a familiar quietude 
that Clay remembers from what was only the previous night, but seems like ages ago. 
This time, of course, it is the rear window that is broken and not the front, but the wind 
has the same effect of making conversation more effort than it is worth. George and 
Brian, uncomplaining in the back seat, wedged like luggage between the paintings, give 
each other a look that can only be interpreted as meaning something like life’s never 
boring with whitefellas. 
 ‘What was the beef back there? Waters shouts over his shoulder. 
 ‘Huh?’ George is cupping his ear and leaning forward. 
 ‘I say, you don’t seem like the most popular guy back there. What’s the problem?’ 
 ‘That?’ George says, leaning back now as if he doesn’t care if Waters can hear or 
not. ‘Some of the elders don’t understand what us youngfellas are doing. Trying to help 
out the family and all that. Think we’re being stupid.’ 
 ‘Native politics,’ Waters offers. ‘It’s a bitch.’ And the conversation seems to be at 
an end now. The car whizzes by a familiar road sign: ALICE SPRINGS 100. The 
daylight gives it a half remembered cadence like familiar people seen suddenly in new 
surroundings. Waters looks around, but if Clay has noticed where they have again found 
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themselves, he remains silent about it. From curiosity – or perversity – Waters attempts to 
catch Clay’s eye, but his passenger’s look is downcast. Despite the searing heat, Waters 
notices, Clay’s skin has the patina of an overcast day. 
 In the back seat, Brian and George converse in their own tongue. I don’t imagine 
my grandfather feeling excluded in the least, which would have been rare for a white 
male in those days. Waters I can see sneaking the odd peak in the rear view mirror, the 
pissed off look of the Kept Outside rising on his face. My dad used to tell me about 
similar looks he’s get from those who didn’t understand the dynamism of punk back in its 
nascent days. The same vexation found in generational and other gaps from time 
immemorial. But one of the two Indigenous men will simply pause to smile pleasantly at 
Waters’ indignant glance and then continue speaking. 
 ‘Mandu’s got you spooked, mate.’ Brian to George, the shit-stirring tone of the 
little brother crossing the border of languages. 
 ‘Bullshit.’ 
 ‘Yeah, right. You hide things.’ 
 ‘Mandu doesn’t scare me.’ This might be a response to Brian’s original 
accusation, or something concerning a completely different, much older matter. 
 ‘Other blackfellas are scared though, hey?’ 
 ‘Are you?’ 
 ‘Nah. Blind old-timer. Should never have left his country. That’s what made him 
blind, they say. Some accident. Some bad whitefella dreaming. Should have stayed put. 
It’s not good for a blackfella to go travelling hey?’ 
 George simply nods at the recitation of the ancient wisdom, not sure he agrees 
completely, but not willing to argue the point, either. 
 Brian nods as well, pointing his head towards Clay. ‘Reckon this whitefella’ll pay 
what he says he’s going to?’ 
 ‘Yeah, why not?’ 
 ‘Reckon it’ll be enough to move away from this shit-hole?’ 
 ‘Maybe. Why?’ 
 ‘I paint better than you.’ No humour in his voice. ‘Faster. He should have asked 
me.’ 
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 ‘Tell him, I’m not stopping you.’ 
 Smiling now. ‘Settle down, mate.’ 
 George grins, too. Both men turn their heads in opposite direction and stare out of 
their respective windows, watching their country pass by. 
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10. 
 
 
 
 
 
Interested but anxious, Clay and Morris watch George and Brian hang paintings on the 
white walls of Alice Arts, colouring the room gradually until it is becomes a visual 
carnival. Clay makes small jangling movements the whole time, and taps his foot 
rhythmically: a musician in a recording studio and a beat only he can hear. Morris, 
naturally, is drinking beer, looking as always as if nothing rides on the result of any 
human undertaking. The two white men have slipped easily into the unspoken roles of 
foremen, preordained, it seems, and reinforced by their clothes, their social positions, and 
the chance pigmentation of their skin.  
 George and Brian fuss like a married couple in their first home: arguing good-
naturedly yet seriously, sizing up options, establishing a dynamic. Even at this early 
stage, Brian’s suggestions are listened to respectfully at first, then dismissed with less and 
less tact as time passes and the overall effect of the hung paintings conforms more closely 
with George’s vision.  
 Brian hangs a large abstract in a position his brother has dictated and then steps 
back to view his handiwork. As is always the way with these kinds of things, it is at the 
exact moment he turns to Clay and Morris that the canvas thuds to the ground with a 
bang that rings out like a gunshot in a cathedral, and the smile drains from his face. 
 ‘Jesus mate,’ booms Morris. His tone is that of a spectator at a football match who 
has just witnessed an appalling on-field mistake from a player on the fringes of a beloved 
team. ‘We have to try and sell this stuff you know?’ 
 Brian’s look is surly as he picks up the painting to make another attempt. 
 ‘Touchy prick.’ Morris to Clay. ‘Anyway, I reckon there’ll be a pretty respectable 
crowd tomorrow. Even convinced a couple of the local hacks to show.’ 
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 ‘Nothing national?’ Clay is obviously still feeling touchy, not helped by Brian’s 
most recent faux pas, and as is the case with all neurotics, particularly worried about 
things beyond his control. 
 Morris drains the remainder of his beer. ‘Mate of mine.’ Belch. ‘Works for The 
Australian. Reckons he’ll make it. Only bloke I know who’ll fly 2000 miles if there’s  
free piss at the end of it.’ 
 ‘Really? The Australian?’ Were Morris not looking so mournfully at his empty 
beer can, he might notice that Clay is not sure he believes him. 
 ‘Yep.’ 
 ‘That’s… Great. I suppose.’ 
 ‘That’s if he can tear himself away from all this Whitlam bullshit, of course. Fuck 
knows what’s going to happen there. Seems like every new day in Canberra just means a 
new fucking scandal.’ 
 Tentatively, George approaches Morris and Clay. ‘How we going fellas? Okay?’ 
 Morris points with his empty beer can. ‘If your mate over there doesn’t fuck the 
lot of ‘em up, we might just scrape through.’ 
 ‘He’s not my mate, he’s my brother.’ 
 ‘Family.’ 
 Clay rests his arm gently on George’s shoulder as they survey the wildly colourful 
vista. ‘Looks good, George. It looks really good.’ 
 Brian approaches the others and hovers around the edges of the semi circle, 
moving his head interestedly from face to face, his desire for inclusion dictating that he 
catch every word in case it’s something he can use as an entry point. 
 Finally noticing the younger sibling’s awkwardness, Clay offers ‘Thanks for 
helping out, Brian.’ Morris’s contribution is a low, bassy burp. 
 ‘George needs all the help he can get,’ Brian says, smiling and looking keenly to 
see if anyone else is joining him. Everyone does, politely. 
 ‘If we’re done here,’ Clay to George. ‘We should have a word about tomorrow.’ 
 ‘No worries.’ 
 George and Clay walk towards the door. Brian realises he is not invited and a hurt 
understanding paints his features. Pleadingly, he looks at Morris. The gallery owner’s 
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answer is a casual shrug of his shoulders, suggesting he is unable to help, or wouldn’t 
necessarily be interested if he could. ‘See you back at the motel,’ Brian shouts. His only 
answer is the strong sound of a closing door. 
 This causes another painting to fall to the floor, the lower section of its frame 
resting there momentarily, then falling flat like a comic drunk in a movie. 
 Brian and Morris stare at the prone canvas silently for several long seconds. 
Finally, Morris takes the younger man by the arm. ‘C’mon, mate. I’ll show you how to 
bait a hook with canvas. Coldie?’ 
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11. 
 
 
 
 
 
A colonial era sandstone pub on a corner not far from Morris’s gallery. An tawny, 
reddish tinge to the stonework and the mortar, not as yellow as buildings one might see of 
a similar age in Sydney, or Melbourne’s creeky, dark grey structures. The frosted 
windows here give the patrons inside a ghostly quality. As Clay places his hand on the 
door and enters, George, a step behind, stops at an invisible barrier. Oblivious, my 
grandfather sits down and is asked what he’d like to drink, the simplest thing in the world 
for some. 
 ‘I’ll have a scotch,’ he says, turning his head, expecting to ask George what he 
would like. Of course, he’s nowhere to be seen. ‘Sorry,’ he says to the barman, raising a 
single finger. ‘Just a second.’ 
 Outside, George is standing exactly where he’d stopped. ‘What is it, George?’ 
 ‘I shouldn’t go in there, Mister Clay.’ 
 ‘What are you talking about?’ Genuine, good-hearted bewilderment, but no help 
to anyone really. And nothing George can say in response to such an asinine enquiry. A 
lack of conversational options stunning in its certainty. 
 As if dealing with a petulant child, Clay takes George by the arm and leads him 
inside. My grandad might have been slightly amused even, possibly shaking his head a 
little and smiling as he walks towards the bar. He sits back down again in the same seat 
he has recently vacated, motioning for George to take the one next in line. Have you ever 
tried keeping your eyes downcast, while simultaneously attempting to dart them around 
and take in unfamiliar surroundings?  
 ‘Oi. Get him out of here,’ yells the bartender. 
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 Clay is astonished at first, but then recognises why it was that George did not 
want to enter in the first place and admonishes himself internally for being so naïve. This 
is perhaps the frustration of racism that all white people know: something like guilt by 
association, but it is also the guilt of learned helplessness. Then, thinking he might be 
able to remedy the situation, Clay motions the bartender over. 
 He is looking at George with something like disgust, wiping his hands furiously 
on a bar towel, and at Clay with the disorientation of a puppy in traffic.  
 ‘It’s okay,’ Clay says. ‘This man is an artist and he’s exhibiting at a gallery 
around the corner. You might know it, Alice Arts?’ 
 ‘Nope.’ 
 ‘You might know its owner, Morris Toliver?’ 
 ‘Yeah, I know Morris,’ slight relief now in his voice. ‘Top bloke. Now that you 
mention it, I do remember him saying something about working in the arts. Unusual 
round here. You telling me Morris is putting on a show or something with this boong?’ 
 Clay is visibly stung. To his surprise, though, he notices that George seems 
completely unmoved. He appears simply to be wondering what the crazy whitefella 
might try next in order to get himself some grog. 
 ‘Look,’ says the bartender, his tone suggesting their conversation is about to come 
to a rapid close. ‘I don’t give a fuck if what we’ve got here is Pablo-The-Abo-Fucking-
Picasso. Get him out of my bloody pub would ya?’ 
Around them, the rest of the venue has become the classic nightmare of the 
complete silence that fills a room one has just walked into: every patron without 
exception staring fixedly at Clay and George. Their own conversations have been put on 
hold, not seeming anywhere as interesting now that these two clowns have started 
causing trouble, the outcome of the situation of more importance even than their 
drinking. 
Defeated and perplexed, Clay decides that the swampy outcome is better dealt 
with outside. ‘Come on, George, let’s go.’ 
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‘I’m really sorry,’ he says again. Clay and George squat in the pub car park beneath a 
jacaranda tree, its muscular roots bursting through the ground, too strong for the sun-
softened asphalt that once covered them. They have been served their beers through a 
hole-in-the-wall kiosk used exclusively for Aboriginal patrons. There are no signs 
designating this as a blacks only section of the pub, there doesn’t need to be. Everyone 
understands that this is how things work here: a subtlety and a security to the divisions 
between races all the more unbreakable and easy to ignore for its indistinctness.  
 And the taste of the beer is making my grandfather feel more than a little ill, and 
he wonders briefly is this has anything to do with the manner in which it has been 
purchased.  
 ‘Don’t worry about it Mister Clay.’ A tone I recollect hearing in other oppressed 
people: miraculously not angry, but not appeasing either. ‘I don’t wanna drink my grog in 
a place like that anyway.’ 
 They laugh as much as they can manage, which is not a great deal. 
 ‘You nervous about tomorrow, George?’ 
 ‘Bit.’ 
 ‘Don’t be. I’ve got a suit you can borrow. It’s going to be great.’ 
 ‘Everything sweet hey Mister Clay?’ Like with a lot of their conversations, Clay 
detects the slightest hint of derision in the playfulness George couches his tones in. 
There’s a nagging suspicion that a certain disgust is being expressed in the manner the 
whitefella is being addressed: imprudence mixed with a humour exclusive to the speaker 
alone that Clay feels powerless to do anything about. The thought of asking George 
directly would never have occurred to him. 
 ‘You should be proud. The work is really good. It’s exactly what myself and the 
Commission are after.’ But George looks worried. This, at least, is something Clay feels 
he can act upon. ‘You’re thinking about what happened at the settlement, with the 
American fella’s car?’ 
 ‘Nah, they’re clowns, those blackfellas.’ 
 ‘Are those the same blackfellas that slashed that painting I saw? The one of the 
figure?’ 
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 George doesn’t answer and spends an inordinate amount of time preparing to take 
a slow sip of his warming beer. 
 ‘George, I know some of your people… don’t agree with what it is you’re doing. 
It’s just that they don’t understand. What you’re doing is important. I feel really strongly 
that once we show Australians how rich your culture actually is, that they’ll start to think 
differently about things. George, I think they might then start to think differently about 
the way that Aboriginal people are treated in this country. I think it could change things 
dramatically for the better. I really do believe that.’ 
 George manages a brilliant smile, and again Clay is not sure whether he is being 
laughed at, or if the other man is genuinely happy about what he has just heard.  
 Clay attempts to drain the last of his beer, but the can is already empty. With 
careful aim, he makes an ambitious attempt to hurl it into a 44-gallon drum that acts as a 
bin several feet away. Naturally, he misses, and the thought of retrieving the can and 
placing it in the receptacle will not occur to him. 
 ‘Your people and my people,’ he says. ‘It will get better. People will come 
around, in time. We just have to… We just have to dig in.’ 
 ‘Okay, Mister Clay.’ 
 ‘Please, call me John.’ Clay rises and looks into the brutally red setting sun, 
dizziness assailing him from, he thinks, standing too quickly. Shielding his eyes, his other 
hand reaches out and rests itself on the jacaranda for support. But this feels like more 
than standard-issue low blood pressure playing its tricks on the body. This is a serious 
recalibration of a human animal’s central nervous system: related to geography and heat, 
contributed to slightly by alcohol no doubt, but overwhelmingly something psychological 
and taut in the gut like swallowed wire. When my family discuss my grandfather’s 
sickness, this is always the place where the story begins. Conveniently leaving out, until 
very recently, certain details of the circumstances leading up to moment, this story of the 
jacaranda tree has always held the strange power of myth for me.  
‘Try to get an early night,’ Clay finally manages to say. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow at 
four.’ 
 ‘See you, John.’ 
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 Alone now, George relaxes his stance. Absently, but with consummate skill, he 
draws looping, intangible patterns in the dirt with the rim of his can. 
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12. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The searing sun is already well set and the temperature drop has been dramatic when 
Morris Toliver leaves Alice Arts for the evening. Juggling a half full beer can, his fat 
wallet and a large bunch of keys, the corpulent proprietor finally gets the lock to catch, 
drains his beer, drops the can on the footpath and makes his wobbly way towards his car. 
Turning the ignition, the pre-heated-by-sun motor catches straight away, and Morris 
drives erratically away. 
 ‘Too pissed to walk,’ he mutters to himself. 
 What happens next has long been a point of some conjecture, and filling in the 
blanks – as I’ve taken it upon myself to do – will always be problematic. Here’s how I 
see it though. 
 Mandu and two – what? – let’s call them guides, emerge from the shadows of a 
recently prefabricated building across the street from the gallery. Are these guides two of 
the young men from the settlement who had been admiring Clay’s Holden? Perhaps at 
least one of them threw the rock that broke the rear window of Waters’ car?  
 Anyway, both the elder’s arms are being held by the guides and all three make 
their way with purpose towards the gallery. 
 ‘Thought that stupid whitefella was never going to leave,’ says one, smaller but 
stockier than the other young man. Darting around are menacing eyes that make you 
wonder deeply about what he’s seen. 
 ‘Works hard, I suppose.’ Taller, yet somehow less frightening looking, a 
nickname something like… as a white person I want to say String Bean. 
 ‘Drinks hard more like it.’ 
 ‘No missus at home maybe.’ 
	 102 
 ‘Yeah, no fridge either.’ Both tittering, nervous about what their powerful uncle 
might think of them. When they reach the gallery, Mandu doesn’t need to tell them to 
shut up. They do it automatically, such is the exemplary nature of his authority. 
 The rear of Morris’s premises looks exactly as you think they might: a miasma of 
overgrown weeds, rubbish – mostly empty beer cans – and unspoken for paintings, a 
distinct lack of tragedy surrounding their abandonment. The blind old man and his 
helpers make their way through the minefield-like environment deliberately. 
 At the back door, one of the men releases Mandu’s arm and rummages in a 
backpack, bringing out a jimmying tool and placing it between the wood of the door and 
its jamb. A satisfying yet disturbing snap, like a bone breaking, and the entranceway is 
open. The sound of the creaking door is strange out here with unwanted things in an area 
where everyone has returned to their homes and their air conditioning. 
 Inside the gallery, the paintings hang in utter darkness until one of Mandu’s 
guides locates and flicks a switch. For some reason, when I think of this scene, I’m 
reminded of a child excitedly turning her bedroom light on and off, in the forlorn yet 
entirely universal hope of catching one of her toys moving. Neon floods the already 
overwhite space, and the three men are shocked beyond belief at what it is they see. 
 Mandu, for whom the lights make little difference, nonetheless reads the tone of 
the paintings in the room. His knowing is somehow more than his disability, and his 
understanding of the work on display is acute: his people betrayed – yet again – stories 
being told that should not be, utterances wholly unallowable. His guides lean in and 
whisper descriptions in his ears, but they are perfunctory, and the low tones of their 
voices speak to what they see as the profanity of the place they have found themselves in. 
 Enough description. Mandu now makes his way towards a certain canvas as if 
drawn there by a tractor beam. With military precision, his two guides takes up positions 
on either side of him. Reaching out and touching the paint, his hand recoils at first as if 
from a snake, then returns, more warily this time, caressing the strokes and crevices and 
drinking in the outline. 
 A humanoid figure, arms and legs fused together like a figure eight but still 
recognisably a person, albeit an abstract one. Buladjang. The spirit who guards sickness 
country. 
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In his hotel, Clay stands over the bathroom sink, ill beyond his powers of comprehension. 
He is shirtless, stomach heaving with a nausea that has, paradoxically, both been building 
with certainty and assailed him from nowhere. He splashes cold water on his face, tiny 
rivulets like tears running down his neck and catching in the greying hair on his chest. 
 Who is this man rapidly approaching middle age? Where has the boy I once was 
disappeared to? I feel like I hardly have the energy to walk from room to room these days 
whereas once I jumped fences and chased after the family dog and rode a bike like a bat 
out of hell. Do all people feel like this when they get to this age? Does it pass? How am I 
going to stand it? Where is that boy now? Where am I?  
 Clay holds his throat as if it has just been cut by an invisible knife and continues 
to stare at his reflection. Breathing heavily, panicky now at his biliousness, he runs his 
hand down to his stomach as if touching the spot might relieve the illness he is feeling. It 
doesn’t work. With a convulsion like he has just been shot, he retches and vomits into the 
sink. 
 
 
When my dad tells this story, he has George wandering along a thin and cracked footpath 
on the road back out to his settlement. I see the artist’s walk as taking place on more of a 
desire path, really, than an official walkway of any kind. The strip worn by countless 
shortcuts is sandy, not supporting much in the way of growth, and the barren outlook of 
the surroundings plays tricks on George’s mind. I fancy that, for some reason he does not 
fully understand, he thinks now of his childhood – something he rarely has the stomach 
for: harassed in the State schools and called unimaginable things by ignorant white 
people and some blacks as well.  
 With an effort, he jettisons these thoughts from his mind like the cans and bottles 
that litter his path back home have been chucked from the windows of speeding cars. 
Tomorrow is his day. He is not going to let these dark thoughts ruin it. 
 A battered Ford Station wagon, each panel from a separate, different coloured 
cousin-vehicle, roars by the wayfaring George, its exhaust note as obnoxious as its paint 
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scheme. The car does a U-turn and pulls up ostentatiously in his path, its high beams 
forcing him to stop and shield his eyes.  
 The driver dims the lights and George can now more fully understand who his 
pursuers are. Ranged across the front bench seat are the backlit silhouettes, George is 
certain now, of Mandu and his two thuggish guides. 
 Mandu remains seated with the infinite calm of Buddha, while his aides open the 
driver and passenger’s doors at exactly the same time. George thinks of two western 
gunslingers, dismounting simultaneously, more like a dance move than a natural action, 
both sets of eyes fixed solidly on their mutual foe. Ennio Morricone, no doubt, on the 
jagged soundtrack. 
 With its doors open like that, lit only by scant streetlight, its headlights beaming 
like eyes, the old car resembles a giant, predatory insect from some seriously bad 
dreaming. 
 ‘That car’s the biggest heap of shit I’ve ever seen, fellas,’ says George. ‘How the 
hell you keep it running?’ 
 The two guides exchange glances and smile. ‘Just a bit a black magic, George, 
you know how it is.’ 
 ‘Now,’ says the other. ‘You need to come for a ride.’ 
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13. 
 
 
 
 
 
I see dreamy morning light. It’s dappling in through the cracks and the wear marks in my 
grandfather’s hotel room’s drawn blinds. The night before, there had been the air of a 
desperate soldier about him: fortifying his foxhole against an imminent attack. He had 
taken care to see that every crack of bare glass was covered by material, but all to little 
avail. The heat of the sun’s rays combined with the general shabbiness of the place have 
usurped his actions. 
 He appears to be sleeping quite deeply right now, though this will surely change 
as the invasive light skulks towards his momentarily peaceful face. In the bed, there is 
evidence of the kind of sleep he has had: crumpled sheets and stains of sweat. Clay’s 
twisted body also tells the story of a profound restlessness. Finally, though, it seems that 
the poor man will get at least a little rest in this small sliver of gentle meantime. 
 But of course I am going to make the hard plastic phone ring out like a siren, 
shattering the precious silence that has fallen between truck drivers’ shifts and descended 
briefly, too briefly, on Clay’s sleep-hungry eyes. 
 He jars awake with a gasp, grabbing at his chest, bolt upright now in his bed. A 
cold sweat has broken out on his forehead and neck, simultaneous with the ringing and 
amplified by each repetition. He grabs at the receiver. A part of him wants whoever it is 
calling him now to catapult him into the real world: the comfort and familiarity of 
Adelia’s voice, telling him sweetly about something funny the kids have said, Morris 
with one last detail of an item he wants Clay to pick up on his way into the gallery this 
morning, even a last minute call from his boss – ostensibly to wish him good luck, in 
reality to check up on him – would have been welcomed. Anything but this panic and 
sweat. 
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 ‘Hello?’ 
 ‘Clay. Morris. Those fucking boong cunts have fucked us. Fucking fucked 
everything. Fucking hell.’ 
 ‘Hang on Morris, I don’t understand.’ Intellectually, this is true. Morris is 
speaking so rapidly and using so few verbs that Clay is having trouble – especially in this 
dreamy state – catching the gist. But his body understands. The sweat that had broken out 
only seconds before and may have evaporated just as quickly is beginning to take a grim 
hold now, and there is a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach, still sore from its 
exertions last night. 
 ‘Please, Morris.’ His voice wavering now. ‘Please, slow down and tell me what’s 
happened.’ 
 ‘They’ve fucked us, Clay,’ Morris answers, as slowly as his agitated state allows 
him to. ‘Our Abo fucking brothers have broken into my gallery last night and slashed the 
shit out of every single one of our fucking paintings. We’re fucked. The exhibition’s 
fucked. What the fuck are we going to do now?’ 
 Clay thinks for a second, wipes his brow with his sheet. ‘I’ll be right there.’ 
 ‘I fucking feel better already.’ 
 
 
At the gallery, my grandfather is said to have rushed through the yawning space of the 
wide-open front door like a bullet through the barrel of a gun, unusual for this slow-
paced, careful man, whose movement I’m told were always measured and deliberate. 
Morris is standing in the middle of the room like a shell-shocked soldier on a now quiet 
battlefield, staring blankly at the dozens of ruined paintings. An odd thought enters 
Clay’s head: this is the first time he has ever seen Morris without a can of beer in his 
hand. 
 After the dynamism of his entrance, Clay now assesses correctly that slow 
movements are called for and wanders carefully up to the gallery owner, keeping himself 
just outside of a respectable striking distance. If the man wants to take a shot at someone 
– a distinct possibility, Clay judges correctly, from Morris’s heated expression – Clay 
may as well make sure it is not him. 
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 ‘Morris,’ he says in as soothing a voice as he can manage. ‘What happened?’ 
 The owner takes a long time to answer. Not because he has to think about what he 
will say, and not because he thinks it a stupid question (which he does), but simply 
because the glassiness with which he has been looking at the destroyed exhibition slows 
the senses, dulls the intellect, allows for only the most unhurried of responses. 
 ‘I got here around seven,’ he says finally. Seriously. ‘Fucking bastards jimmied a 
door out the back. You seen George anywhere? Odds on that black cunt’ll know 
something about this.’ 
 Clay is the one who is speechless now. He is looking around the gallery at his 
broken last month’s worth of work, the consequences just beginning to sink in. 
 As if the question about George was a rhetorical one, Morris continues on. ‘I 
fucking knew some bullshit thing like this would happen. It’s about to be expected 
though, I suppose, working with fucking coons. What was I fucking thinking?’ 
 Clay continues to stare at the walls. A plan will surely formulate in his mind 
before long, but that time has not yet arrived, and he is well aware of this fact. All he 
feels is the sickness of dreams stopped dead, the ennui of being forced by circumstances 
outside his control to chart a new, unfamiliar course, one that is not entirely clear to him 
just yet, but appalling all the same in its dull certainty.  
 ‘It’s all my fault,’ he mutters to himself. Perhaps he thinks that, in his flat state, 
Morris will not hear him anyway. And the question probably needs to be asked: is he 
talking only about the exhibition? 
 ‘Don’t you worry,’ Morris says to Clay with renewed vigour. ‘I’m very fucking 
shirty with you. What do you think I came to Alice for in the first place?’ 
 Clay opens his mouth to speak, but this time Morris is definitely asking a 
rhetorical question and cuts him off briskly. 
 ‘It was to get away from middle-class wankers like you who think they know 
better than everyone else.’ 
 His mouth still open to speak, Clay thinks better of the idea and snaps it shut. A 
foot-shuffling long pause. Then, ‘Let’s just… Calm down, shall we?’ Morris shoots him a 
you-must-be-joking gaze. ‘Let’s just talk this over. There must be something we can do, 
don’t you think?’ 
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 Morris laughs. Not his usual, good-natured guffaw, but a snickering, defeated 
titter. ‘Don’t ask me,’ he says. ‘I’m just holding the cat. You’re the one who’s fucking it.’ 
 Clay, never having heard this expression before, is at a loss for how to answer. 
Despite everything, he also represses an urge to laugh – not just at Morris’s colourful 
language, but also at the ridiculousness of their shared situation. He recalls once being 
stranded by the side of the Hume Highway in the late 1960s, approximately half way 
between Goulbourn and Yass, his car having thrown a conrod, the vital part jutting out 
from the bottom of the engine like a broken bone through skin, a pool of oil taking the 
place of blood. Lacking anything else in the way of options, he began the long walk into 
town – a dozen miles at least – consoling himself with the fact that at least matters could 
grow no worse, that everything was looking up from this point on. Then it started to rain, 
and he decided that announcing one’s plans was a great way to hear god’s laughter, even 
though he couldn’t stop thinking that now – out there alone on the Hume, soaking – 
things were surely about to be on the improve. 
Suddenly, Morris’ expression morphs from despairing to forced jovial, business-
like, as he spots a tall man in a Del Monti safari suit walk through the door, carrying with 
him like a briefcase the air of someone used to being waited on. 
 ‘Pete,’ Morris yells, raising his arm as if in salute. ‘How are you, mate? Hot 
enough for ya?’ Then to Clay, sotto voce, ‘The Australian.’ 
 ‘Morris,’ the new arrival yells in a booming, alpha male voice. ‘How the fuck are 
ya mate?’ 
 Clay spins around and looks at the reporter, an animal fear charging his eyes. 
 The reporter strides over to where Clay and Morris are standing, covering the 
ground like… a gazelle? Do gazelles stride? Anyway, Morris, obviously used to this kind 
of movement from his associate, is only mildly perturbed. The man’s pouncing presence, 
though, has made Clay feel even more uncomfortable. The reporter is good-looking, in a 
chiselled, conventional kind of way, and his demeanour suggests he knows this well. His 
face is sleazy and intelligent, just beginning to line, giving his countenance a tragic, too 
much drinking, doomed air, not dissimilar to that once possessed by a close to death 
Montgomery Clift. 
 ‘How was the flight, mate?’ asks Morris. 
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 The reporter sniffs and turns his head before answering. ‘That bloody turbulence 
works wonders for a hangover.’ 
 Clay and Morris have no response to this. While the reporter seems to find the 
situation amusing – a mischievous smile painted on his face – it is obvious Clay and 
Morris do not share his glee. Having satisfied his curiosity about the two men in front of 
him, a curiosity obviously none too arresting for him in the first place, he now begins 
scanning his head from side to side, taking in the slashed and damaged paintings. 
 ‘Pete, this is John Clay,’ says Morris unhappily. ‘How’s about a hair of the dog 
that bit ya?’ 
 ‘King Oath.’ 
 Morris shuffles more hurriedly than he needs to in the direction of his office to 
retrieve some beer. Pete shakes Clay’s hand disinterestedly, still scanning the contents of 
the room that are clearly becoming stranger and stranger to him as it dawns on his muddy 
consciousness what has happened here. As if it will make any difference at all, Clay is 
subconsciously telling himself not to look at the destroyed paintings so that this man will 
not either. Clay would swear in a court of law that he sees the man’s nostrils actually start 
to twitch as he begins to smell the story. 
 ‘So,’ says the reporter slowly, only now able to stop scrutinizing the room and 
gaze at Clay. ‘What’s the deal with all this alleged art?’ 
 Before Clay can answer, two beige uniformed policemen enter the room and 
approach the men with a not dissimilar purpose shown by the reporter minutes earlier. 
 ‘You call in the break and enter?’ one of them asks. 
 The reporter raises a bushy eyebrow at Clay and overdramatically takes his 
notebook and pen from his jacket pocket. Morris enters clutching two foaming tinnies. 
 ‘You blokes took your time,’ he says to the cops. ‘Coldie?’ 
 ‘We can’t drink on duty,’ says the other one, clearly disappointed, and looking 
distinctly tempted to break this rule. 
 ‘Of course,’ says Morris. He attempts to hand one of the beers to Pete, but the 
reporter has a pen in one hand, poised above his notebook in the other. He’s staring at 
Clay and the police like a tiger snake about to strike. Morris takes a long draught from 
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one of the cans, belches, contemplates the odd situation and then takes another draught 
from the other can. 
 ‘My drinking problem,’ he says to no one in particular. ‘Cursed me all my bloody 
life. Two hands and only one mouth.’ 
 ‘Excuse me,’ mutters Clay weakly and begins walking unsteadily towards the 
door. 
 ‘Hey,’ yells one of the cops, but it is obvious Clay does not hear him. As the 
entire group watches, Clay’s path to the exit begins to zigzag erratically. 
 ‘Jesus,’ says the reporter to Morris. ‘How many’s he had?’ 
 Morris simply shakes his head. As if to break a kind of deadlock that has sprung 
up here beyond his basic understanding, Pete jogs out the door after Clay. 
 Squinting against the sun, he can see almost nothing, but the reporter somehow 
manages to make out the figure of Clay, supporting himself against a low fence paling. 
 ‘Mister Clay,’ the reporter yells out as he continues jogging towards him. ‘Who 
do you think is responsible for the vandalism and theft? Is this a tribal issue? How do you 
think the committee in Canberra will respond to your huge mistake in taking this project 
on?’ 
 Clay turns and looks at the reporter with an unknowing gaze. His pallor is sickly 
beyond anything the reporter has ever seen, and it positively startles the man. Clay’s 
forehead and the section of his chest that protrudes from his shirt – this is the 70s, 
remember, so we’re talking a large section – are covered in a sweat that smells like cattle 
being slaughtered. Clay falls slowly to his knees, still gazing at the reporter, then 
collapses with a thud, flat on his face in the dirt. 
 ‘Shit,’ the reporter mutters to himself, returning his notebook and pen to their 
pocket. Then, over his shoulder and at the top of his lungs, ‘Morris.’ 
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14. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I’m tempted to tell you this, Addy. This is what I’m tempted to say: there are things that 
should stay buried and things that shouldn’t. I’m tempted to lay this down now, here, to 
you, my beautiful daughter, to lay this down as some kind of irrefutable family-like law, 
or lore maybe, but the problem is… Well, the problem is that I can’t actually think of 
anything that’s better off staying buried. 
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Book Three 
 
Coup d’etat  
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15. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
During my first year at university, a bolshie old balding senior lecturer had shown my 
Intro to Cinema class a 35mm print of Patricio Guzman’s 2010 essay film slash 
documentary Nostalgia for the Light. Concerning itself with the lasting impacts of the 
1973 coup in Chile through the lens of – somehow – astronomy, the film quickly became 
my favourite cinema experience of all time. The Chilean desert where the Pinochet 
dictatorship dumped the bodies of dissenters and members of the democratic government 
it had just overthrown with help from the U.S. was also one of the best places in the 
world from which to view the stars, owing to the thinness of its air. Guzman, 
extraordinarily movingly, blended the story of the nobility of looking skyward – to other 
worlds – with that of a group of aging Chilean women looking for the bodies of their 
loved ones killed and buried by Pinochet. Everyone’s searching for something, the film 
seemed to be saying, some look up, others down, it’s all the same thing. The honour – if I 
can use such a well-worn word – is in continuing to look. 
 As a class, we were a rowdy, rascally bunch, many of us seemingly more 
concerned with our phones than our education, but Allan, the lecturer, was skilled at 
negotiating postmodernist attention spans with an engaging oratory style and an 
exemplary syllabus that seemed to contain something for everyone. Not too many tweets 
got sent during the 90 or so minutes it took to watch Nostalgia for the Light that day. 
When it was over, there may have been a dry eye in the house, but I didn’t spot it. 
 I told myself, with all seriousness, that next time I went overseas, I would make a 
stopover in the Americas and help those old women for a few days, traipsing through the 
desert on their ever-wearying legs, hoping, just to let them know that young people still 
cared, and that their cause would never be completely lost, that it wouldn’t die with them. 
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 I’d just begun seeing a girl at the time, a little younger than I was, whose father 
had died when she was seven. After the screening I couldn’t suppress the urge to, 
ridiculously, do something about her loss. What exactly? I had no earthly idea, but I felt 
suddenly that being in a relationship with someone was a great, fun-filled yet serious 
responsibility. I rushed over to her house after school that day and told her all about it, 
and the time we spent together from then on out had a sweeter, more engaged quality. On 
the most obvious of levels I suppose, there was my desire to act and her appreciation of 
the fact, but it was somehow more intangible that just this. Another worn out piece of 
terminology, but the time we spent together began to take on the tenor of both of us 
Wanting To Make The World A Better Place, and our intimacy was excitingly 
illuminated by this: not a floodlight, washing everything else out – not by any means – 
but a candle burning dimly yet resolute in the window of our now co-joined memories, 
not overbearing or obsession making, rather comforting and wholly human. 
 One of the things we did was we went to Officeworks and purchased several 
archival boxes, then drove to a storage facility where all her dad’s books has been 
gathering dust for years. Charmingly, she was anxious about what I might think of her for 
not having taken better care of his stuff, her hands on the steering wheel that day tappy 
and her head movements twitchier than usual. I might have said something droll like 
‘better late than never’. In reality, though, my heart was racing with what felt very much 
like a new kind of love. 
 At the storage joint, there were sneezes and tears – quite a lot of snot, actually – 
but also plenty of kisses and cuddles. Later, neither one of us could remember who had 
thought of the idea first, and we couldn’t have cared less. That was the first time – braved 
by Guzman – that I told her I loved her.  
The phenomenologists talk about the yawning chasm that exists between what we 
see when we gaze into the eyes of the beloved and the level of insight with which we 
know our own selves. That’s something else I learned at university. But I felt after 
Nostalgia for the Light and Priscilla’s dad’s boxes, her and I had gone some way towards 
crossing that existential divide, and the love we made together that night was the most 
beautiful either of us had ever had. 
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Despite having thought of myself as, basically, straight, we’re still together, 
Priscilla and I. Neither of us has given up on the idea of dulling the pain of her loss 
further, or on several other issues, some concerning her problems, some my own. 
And I’m busy writing at the moment, obviously, while Priscilla is studying hard 
for her anthropology doctorate, but we’ve made a solemn promise to each other that we’ll 
make it yet to the stunningly clear air of the Chilean desert. 
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In a courtyard surrounded by tall, whitewashed concrete walls, I see Water’s associate 
Bob lying on a mustard yellow banana lounge, bathing himself in a sliver of direct 
sunlight. It’s the seventies, let’s not forget, so I’m going to dress him in a pair of pink 
board shorts and outrageously large sunglasses. He holds what appears to be a plate 
wrapped in tinfoil dolefully under his chin, attempting to direct UV rays onto his neck for 
an even, all over tan, a trick he has most likely learned from television. Gilligan’s Island 
perhaps. Beside him is a large, professional-looking radio that is tuned in to the BBC 
World Service, and another unrecognisable electronic device. Nate and Waters lean 
against the walls, their arms crossed in something like annoyance, barely speaking. 
 ‘Bob,’ says Waters finally. ‘You know what a fucking soap opera it is just getting 
into this place. I haven’t got all day, you know.’ Nate nods in agreement. 
 ‘Compadre,’ says Bob with a disappointed air, seemingly more interested in his 
tan than his friend’s rancour. ‘Patience. All good things to those that wait.’ 
 Nate and Waters exchange a well-worn, What-A-Fuckknuckle look and continue 
to wait, just as they have been instructed to do, but more than a little resentfully. 
 Before long, Bob decides that his tan is perfect and turns the sound down on the 
BBC. With a smile like a kid with a new toy, he turns up a dial on the other machine. 
Waters and Nate uncross their arms and walk slowly towards him. 
 This new device makes a crunching and whirring mechanical noise as it springs to 
life, the sound a period specific one of valves warming, early computer software booting, 
fans accelerating and mechanical gears engaging. Nate and Waters inch closer. Bob raises 
an aerial and pushes some occult buttons and the machine emits an unmistakably 
electronic sound. Worried by something they clearly don’t understand, Nate and Waters 
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take an automatic, almost imperceptible step backwards, notice they have done so and, 
embarrassed, stand their ground. 
 ‘Is this the new 4400?’ asks Nate with awe. 
 ‘Just came off the production line at Langley last week,’ says Bob. ‘I had it flown 
over on a transport plane.’ 
 ‘You are the fucking man,’ Nate says, raising his hand for a high five, which Bob 
returns with enthusiasm. 
 ‘What are you two fucking geeks talking about?’ asks Waters, not knowing what 
the hell a 4400 is, and not at all sure he wants to find out. 
‘Never mind,’ says Bob, pushing more buttons and closing down the machine. 
‘Or, shall we show him?’ he asks Nate. 
‘What’s your clearance level, C. J.?’ 
‘Lieutenant colonel or equivalent,’ says Waters, somewhat sheepishly. 
Bob and Nate exchange glances. ‘Usually, you need full colonel to see this kind 
of stuff, but what the hell, we’re all friends here, right?’ 
‘Right,’ says Waters. 
‘Follow us.’ 
In the lab next to his office, full of telexes and computers with tape whirring and 
other devices Waters will not understand for decades yet, Bob docks the little machine 
with a larger one that resembles an oscilloscope. With the truly nerdy pleasure known 
only by those with a technological advantage over someone else, Bob goes about wiring 
the thing up and pushing switches and turning dials again. Nate looks on in child-like 
wonderment, while Waters simply ponders when exactly he will find out what it is that 
the fucking thing does. 
  
 
2 
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If speaking for other people is fraught with the worrying danger of colonisation, then 
speaking for their dreams must be doubly so. Nonetheless, in my grandfather’s flickery, 
black and white sleep visions, I am going to tell you that he sees a city. This place is so 
cold that a thick, nearly solid fog blankets the streets like a room filled to bursting with 
smoke. When inhabitants traverse this wall of mist, this city within a city, they leave 
impressions like cartoon characters who have run through walls. Corridors others may 
follow if they choose to do so. A history of movement and action permanent as film. 
Particularly skilful residents can recognise the trail cast by others they know. 
Minute details such as height, weight, hair, shape and even the length of someone’s nose 
can be detected in the fog by an eye that has been trained through years of residency to 
recognise them.  
 ‘Look at that shape over there. See the long trench coat? The briefcase and the 
sticky-out ears? It must be Jean-Pierre. I’d say he passed here less than an hour ago. Must 
be on his way to Xang’s house’. 
 Sometimes there are small tunnels, the size of packaging string, that run between 
two passages. This means that people have been talking to each other: exchanging 
pleasantries, passing the time of day, discussing the weather. Other times, the connecting 
tunnels are thicker, more pronounced, the size of a garden hose, or even a baseball bat. 
This means two people have discussed something in great detail, or of great interest to 
them. Still other times, the passages merge briefly into one and then spread out again, like 
a letter X. This means people have kissed. 
 If two fog corridors merge into one and continue on the same path, then are never 
seen separately again, the locals believe that this means two people have fallen in love. 
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 Occasionally, two people’s fog corridors will merge for a time and then separate 
again a long or a short way down the road. It always makes the inhabitants of the city sad 
to see this, but they are philosophical. This, they say, is unfortunately the way of the 
world. This separation of corridors does not make a shape like the letter X, but rather a 
letter from an alphabet no one can quite read yet. 
 
 
Awakening with a heart-thudding start in the sickly white and local Government green of 
his hospital room, I imagine that Clay wants very desperately to speak to his wife, but 
there is no one else in the room. Even if he were able to speak, this is probably not a 
desire he could verbalise. He feels it only in his body, but something tells him she is a 
long way away from him. A solitude unlike anything else he has ever felt overcomes him 
with an oxygen-burning, heart hastening flood. Exhausted, he lies back down amongst 
the crisp, starchy sheets and plummets instantly into another guerrilla sleep. 
 
 
The next time he bursts into wakefulness, a doctor is standing over him, smiling 
benignly. I will give this white-coated old man a ripper handlebar moustache, and Clay’s 
first thought will be that the man uses wax on the tips of his facial hair, like a dandy from 
the nineteenth century, and where do you even buy that kind of thing any more? 
 ‘Mister Clay,’ he says, the corners of his moustache see-sawing with the words. 
‘How are you feeling?’ 
 Clay doesn’t answer. Undaunted, the doctor continues, smiling again, lifting those 
plastic-like tips towards his eyes. But Clay feels it is the condescending smile of the 
guard for the prisoner, or the man of god for the unsaved soul. ‘You’ll be happy to know 
that, apart from mild dehydration, we were unable to find anything physically wrong with 
you. Do you feel up to a visitor?’ 
 ‘I…’ The sound of his own voice is, for the first time, strange to his ears. ‘I’d like 
to call my wife if I can.’ 
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 ‘We let her know you were here. We let her know you’re all right.’ With a busy 
finality, suggesting there are other patients more deserving of his time, he indicates a jug 
of water and a glass on a tray on the bedside table. 
 ‘Water’s here,’ says the doctor. ‘Buzz the nurse if you need anything else. I’ll 
send in your visitor.’ 
 ‘Thank you, doctor,’ says Clay, as strongly as he can manage, but a distinct tone 
of defeat mouses his voice. 
 The doctor turns his back and leaves the room. Clay feels the panic coming on 
again like on the crowded, broken down trams of his youth. A football match and no way 
to get off. The air is stale and cloistered. There is no electricity running to the machine 
that will open the doors and let everyone out. It could be a small, broken wire or a nuclear 
attack from Russia. Everyone in the carriage is thinking the same thing, and everyone 
else knows it. Not long now before someone kicks out a window, glass shattering 
everywhere, a symbol of the chaos and fear bubbling just below the surface of every 
enlightened trait we hold dear. No one wants to be the first to own up to this throwback in 
their makeup, but it’s only a matter of time before someone does. Just as the sickly fear is 
about to reach its conclusion, a jerky movement of the carriage, and the vehicle is on its 
way again. Everyone takes deep, relieved breaths. Civilisation, at least for now, 
continues. 
 Clay is surprised to see the policeman from the gallery enter his room, removing 
his hat slowly, apologetically, as he does so. Even though it had seemed impossible only 
a moment ago, I feel my grandfather’s panic rise even higher, just as I have felt my own 
nervousness scaling new heights many times. If he had the strength, he would run; every 
cell in his body is telling him to do so: simply run until he has no more breath left. His 
eyes are wide with the fear of a caged animal. 
 ‘Mister Clay,’ says the policeman. ‘I’m Constable Sprunt. Are you feeling any 
better?’ 
 ‘I’m fine,’ says Clay. He is sure that his eyes and the sweat running down the 
back of his neck give away what he feels is the biggest lie he has ever told. 
 ‘Do you mind if I have a word then?’ 
 ‘Not at all.’ Sitting up in bed with an enormous, jittery effort. 
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 Sprunt smiles like Clay is doing him a great favour and pulls out a notebook. 
 ‘Is this about the robbery?’ Clay asks hopefully. The policeman’s apologetic 
manner is lowering his adrenaline levels. The more time he spends in the room, the more 
Clay feels this may be no more than an awkwardness: to be carried and negotiated like a 
dull business meeting. Clay senses that the other man feels he is on a fool’s errand, that 
some superior officer has sent him here on a one in a million shot, perhaps as punishment 
for some minor indiscretion. As if on cue, Clay feels the sweat begin to dry. 
 ‘Not exactly,’ says the policeman, taking a pencil from his shirt pocket and 
licking the stub. ‘We’re trying to track down your – err – artist – um – friend. One Mister 
George Myall. Any idea where he might have shot through to?’ 
 Clay smiles. Relief floods his body like an opiate. ‘He’s probably gone 
walkabout, you know?’ 
 The policeman smiles too. ‘I suppose so,’ he says. ‘It wouldn’t be the first 
instance, now would it. Anyway, thanks for your help. I’ll let you get some rest. You 
know, for such a hot place, The Alice gets bloody cold at night. Did you know we have 
one of the coldest overnight lows on record in all of Australia, including Tasmania?’ 
 ‘I didn’t know that, no.’ 
 ‘Yep. The nights here can be real killers as far as colds and flu go. Especially for 
an out-of-towner like yourself. You really should be careful.’ 
 ‘I will, thank you.’ 
 
 
Awakened by yet another forgotten dream, Clay opens his eyes to the dark hospital room. 
Dim light from other parts of the ward – the nurse’s station, he supposes – filters into his 
space like the light from stars on an overcast evening. The homely, comforting 
murmuring of low voices can be heard down swabbed and painted corridors. 
 ‘Hiya, John,’ says a close voice, American accented. Though Clay recognises it 
instantly, the identification comes with hyped-up dread, and the shock of it in this place 
thoroughly startles him. 
 ‘Jesus. What the fuck are you doing here?’ 
 ‘Just thought I’d see if you needed anything,’ Waters says.  
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 ‘How the hell did you know I was here?’ 
 ‘Small town.’ 
 ‘And how the hell did you get in? I’m sure visiting hours are over.’ 
 Waters laughs. ‘Johnny, old buddy. You’re such a straight arrow, aren’t you?’ 
 Clay eyes Waters cautiously through a long silence. Waters looks happy to sit 
there, not talking. Finally, it is Clay who breaks the impasse. 
 ‘Did you know the police were here?’ 
 Waters does not seem fazed. ‘Did they find the… scoundrels who damaged the 
paintings?’ 
 ‘George is missing.’ 
 ‘Really?’ Clay may not be sure if his surprise is genuine or feigned. ‘Well, I’m 
guessing that out here, they won’t find him unless he wants to be found. If I were you, I’d 
forget all about it.’ 
 ‘Forget about it? What are you talking about?’ 
 Waters is clearly tired of the subject now. ‘Actually,’ he says. ‘I’ve got a 
confession to make.’ 
 ‘You do?’ 
 ‘Yes. I came here to ask for your help with something.’ 
 ‘My help?’ 
 ‘When you’re feeling better, of course. You know, once you’re up and out of 
here. It isn’t a favour. I can help you too.’ 
 ‘Really? What can you help me with, C. J.?’ 
 There is a long pause where the two men look directly into each other’s eyes. 
Clay feels the moment as a wheel in a large machine turning slowly on its axis. The shaft 
that holds the wheel runs on an axle that has become bent somehow, and this is the 
instant where the irregularity comes into play. The wheel might keep turning or, given 
enough force, spin completely free from its mooring. 
 ‘Pretty damning story about you in The Australian.’ Although it seems as if he is 
changing the subject, Clay thinks he knows this man well enough now to realise that this 
is, in fact, not the case. 
 ‘What?’ 
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 ‘You haven’t read it?’ 
 ‘Fucking drunk. What did he say?’ 
 ‘Well,’ says Waters, deliberately drawing his answer out for maximum dramatic 
effect. ‘It seems you’ve been duped by some native con-artists,’ he says eventually, 
trying to suppress a smile. ‘Duped, I might add, out of a sizable amount of Government 
money.’ 
 Clay groans and slumps back down on his pillows, also trying hard, despite 
himself, not to smile. ‘Oh, god.’ 
 ‘Listen,’ says Waters pressingly, the almost smile replaced now by sternness in 
his jaw. ‘I can help you. This…theft, vandalism, whatever it is, this is the least of your 
problems right now, believe me.’ 
 Clay struggles up in bed, alarmed again. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 ‘Relax, John. Stop being paranoid.’ 
 Clay’s shoulders stoop and he moves back into the pillows. 
 ‘Look, John, I’m offering you a chance to sidestep a shit-storm of truly epic 
proportions.’ 
 ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 ‘Well, do yourself a big, smart favour and listen, okay?’ He pours a glass of water 
from a pitcher on a bedside table and offers it to Clay. ‘Here. Drink.’ 
 Clay accepts the glass with both quivering hands and takes a mouthful of the clear 
liquid. He swallows with difficulty; the fluid may as well be un-chewed bread. 
 ‘I need your expertise,’ says Waters. ‘I’ve been involved in some Aboriginal 
research myself for the past year or so. Frankly, though, I’ve hit a brick wall. You said 
yourself that it’s taken you years to get where you have with these communities and the 
clock’s ticking for me on this particular matter. These…people, they just won’t talk to 
me. If you’d agree to act as a kind of liaison in this between me and the people I need to 
talk to, my company is prepared to provide extremely generous, ongoing funding for any 
future projects you might wish to undertake. Off to the side, if you will.’ 
 Clay places the water glass gently on the opposite bedside table. ‘Research?’ 
 ‘Yeah.’ 
 ‘That’s why you came to the settlement the other day?’ 
	 124 
 ‘That’s right.’ 
 The two men eye each other like poker players. ‘You know, you never did end up 
showing me that piece of paper you had there.’ 
 After thinking about it for some seconds, Waters reaches into his jacket pocket 
and hands the folded piece to Clay. 
 Before looking at it, Clay glances at Waters, imagining that the American might 
like to give some preamble, but it is obvious from a slight nod of his head he wants Clay 
to simply look. What Clay sees is a rough drawing, Aboriginal in style, depicting a 
human figure with hands and feet fused together. It is identical to the slashed painting 
Clay saw in George’s shack and the latest version, newly slashed now, at Alice Arts. 
 ‘Have you seen that image before?’ Waters asks. ‘Do you know what it means?’ 
 ‘No,’ says Clay, proffering the paper back in Waters’ direction. 
 ‘You keep it,’ he says. ‘Think about it. Like I said, I can help you if you’re 
willing to help me.’ 
 Yieldingly, Clay lowers the hand holding the paper. ‘I already have funding,’ he 
says churlishly.  
 Waters smiles. This time, his expression is clearly full of glee and travels all the 
way to his eyes. ‘You sure about that?’ 
 ‘I have people who can sort this kind of thing out,’ says Clay. ‘By the way, what 
was the name of this company that you work for? The one that’s so generous when it 
comes to funding Aboriginal art?’ 
 Waters laughs. ‘I wouldn’t lean too heavily on the loyalty of political affiliations 
if that’s what you mean by having people who can work this stuff out. Politics tends to be 
a very unstable business, especially these days.’ Waters pulls a business card from his 
pocket and rests it slowly and gently on Clay’s bedside table. Before letting go of the 
card he taps the tabletop with his finger as if punctuating the movement. ‘It’s time for 
you to start thinking about yourself, John.’ 
 Clay doesn’t answer. 
 ‘I’ll leave you alone now. Get some rest. And call me when you get out of here, 
okay? I could really use your help.’ 
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 Waters walks out without looking back. Clay stares at the open door and the 
weak, academic lambency gleaming from the corridor into his room. 
 Exhausted, he lays his head back down on his pillow and closes his eyes. 
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Clay awakens and I am going to say that things are somehow entirely different. The first 
thing he sees is a stark Rothko print in brilliant red with a beige, just about flesh-toned 
top. Is he dreaming? Adelia and he have one exactly the same hanging at the foot of their 
large, ornate old brass bed back in Canberra. This painting I’m talking about, now worth 
a small fortune, still hangs in my aunty Catherine’s house. 
 ‘Morning, darling.’ Adelia. Confusion. He is, of course, not dreaming. Somehow, 
he is back at home, no memory of ever having arrived there, a lacuna like a drunkard’s 
black-out. But he is in his bed, his wife beside him. Something about the shock of the 
situation is worse than his thinking it was only a dream. 
 Then, ‘Shall we have some breakfast?’ in her kindly voice, the one she reserves 
for the children when she is trying not to be annoyed at them, or, like now, for family 
sicknesses. 
Clay manages as best he can to smile. The thought of food at this moment is 
repulsive to him, though the way his wife is offering it both touches and worries him. 
‘I’m not really very hungry.’ 
 ‘You should have a shower then.’ She is still lying down next to him, her cheek 
resting on the palm of her hand, gazing coquettishly at her husband. ‘Wash some of that 
desert grime off you.’ 
 When she rises and puts her clothes on, Clay stares at her lithe body and beautiful 
skin, the moles and birthmark he knows so well a mapping to the memory of their little 
intimacies. A faint hint of sexual desire charges through him and – like all men perhaps – 
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a small part of his brain is given over to wondering about what effect their recent 
argument and his condition will have on his immediate prospects in this regard.  
In the shower, though, an overwhelming weakness engulfs him. He sits down in 
the cubicle rather than standing. His head hangs low and his eyes are shut tight and the 
steaming water pounds his head. 
 After drying himself, he notices that there is still red dirt lodged beneath his 
fingernails. Hurriedly, he rifles the bathroom cabinet for some nail clippers and, standing 
there naked, attempts to dig the ochre residue out with the small blade attached. His 
hands are shaking, and a sweat breaks out all over his body again, exacerbated by the 
warm steam still filling the white-tiled room, hanging like clouds all around him. 
 
 
Later that night, I presume that he is feeling well enough to join the rest of his family at 
the dinner table, though he still has little in the way of appetite. Adelia has made a great 
effort, and he feels that the least he can do is to acknowledge this domestic favour with 
his presence. The little things we do, he thinks. Ostensibly because they need to be done 
but really in the hope the beloved other will continue to love us: mowing the large lawn, 
cleaning the gutters, an unexpected favourite dish, midnight insomniac cups of tea. 
Unremarkable little chores it is a constant battle not to see as draining, but rather as 
everyday acts that are really elements constituting the wonder of two people’s shared 
time together. 
 And on her part, the same. The tastefully decorated house, this tablecloth, right 
here, one of their finest, laid with love, the nice, antique furniture, reflecting more taste 
than fashion, the baubles and knick-knacks, lovingly dusted, the silverware scrupulously 
polished, the art on the walls, thoughtfully selected, their aim a domestic tranquillity 
nothing short of uplifting should one only take the trouble to stop and think about it. 
 I have one of my grandmother’s tablecloths. It covers the kitchen table in the 
house where I am writing this now. It’s recently begun fraying at the edges, but it also 
hails from a time when things were manufactured to last, and this longevity appeals to me 
in a reasonably standard anti-capitalist way, but also in many others too nebulous and 
interesting for me to be able to name, at least right now.  
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At the Clays’ in 1975 there would surely have been roast lamb, potatoes done just 
the way he likes them, carrots, cauliflower and pumpkin, Adelia’s specially seasoned 
gravy – Italian herbs and spices giving it a tang and an aftertaste the man of the house 
adores – crusty Italian bread and Lambrusco wine.  
 My aunty Catherine, still a child really, has accepted her father’s presence this 
night like that of an old family pet: comforting and barely noticeable. She is talking to her 
mother about the book she is reading for school, Wuthering Heights. Clay watches the 
conversation more than listens to it, only taking in the general gist of what they are 
saying. It seems that Catherine is having trouble accepting her namesake, the heroine of 
the book, as a credible character because of her adoration of the terrible Heathcliff. 
Adelia is explaining something or other. Then Catherine is telling her mother about the 
sadness of the Bronte sisters, all novelists and all dead before forty of consumption.  
It won’t be long now, Clay thinks, until Catherine’s hormones begin doing crazy 
laps around her unsuspecting body, and he and Adelia will have to spend a good deal of 
their time chasing after them, the hormones, like attempting to teach a cat to fetch, and a 
slight shudder of ancient parental dread runs through his body. Catherine’s chest, up until 
now as flat and unfeminine as a boy’s, has begun to reveal the beginnings of breasts, and 
Clay realises – although it has been some years since he has done it – that familial 
intimacies like taking a bath together are now well and truly things of the past. 
 My father, Patrick, on the other hand, is a real daddy’s boy and acutely aware – as 
younger siblings so often are – of everything that is going on within his truncated 
purview. He stares at Clay with something like adoration and longing, and a hint of worry 
that his father will be called away suddenly again. Clay is fidgeting abstractedly with his 
food, and Catherine follows suit, her eyes glued to her father like a much loved television 
show nearing its end. 
 There is a copy of that day’s Australian newspaper lying open next to Clay. His 
eyes wander as if by habit towards it. He has only been glancing for a moment at yet 
another story about Whitlam when Catherine admonishes him. 
 ‘Daddy, it’s bad manners to read at the table you know?’ 
 ‘What?’ says Clay, his eyes pausing for the briefest of moments on the text before 
they rise to his daughter. 
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 ‘Not “what” – “pardon”,’ says Patrick. 
 ‘Don’t tease your father,’ says Adelia. 
 Clay manages a smile as he purposefully folds the paper and places it on a nearby 
sideboard. ‘When did you suddenly become so civilised, Pat?’ 
 There is a pause, an under voicing of trivial familial conflict, hidden in humour 
and, paradoxically, a simultaneous comfort and familiarity that suggests to Clay that 
things are going to be fine. 
 ‘You seem to have the sniffles,’ Clay says to Catherine. She has been absently 
wiping at her nose with both a handkerchief and the sleeve of her dress the whole time 
they have been at the table, but Clay has only just noticed. There may be a note of 
concern in his voice not just for Catherine, but for himself also. 
 ‘I think she caught a chill two nights ago,’ remarks Adelia. ‘It was a really windy 
night and you know how this place is. I left a window open downstairs by mistake and 
the drafts just swirl through here when you do that.’ 
 ‘Drafts?’ asks Clay. 
 Adelia’s fork pauses halfway to her mouth and she places it back on her plate, the 
impact of silver on china decidedly more forceful than it needs to be. They have had this 
discussion many times before. 
 ‘That’s right, John, drafts.’ Clay has often alternated his views on Adelia’s fear of 
drafts, both describing it as part of her old world charm and condemning what he 
sometimes sees as its extreme silliness.  
 ‘People don’t get runny noses from drafts. It’s bacterial. A germ, you understand, 
proven by science. You’ve been reading too many Jane Austen novels.’ 
 Adelia stares at her fork. 
 As usual, it is Catherine who breaks the uncomfortable silence. ‘Do Aborigines 
have bad manners, dad?’ 
 Clay and Adelia exchange a look that suggests each wishes the other might 
answer the question. 
 ‘They have… different manners,’ Clay finally manages. 
 ‘Don’t they run around in the nude?’ offers Patrick. 
 ‘Pat,’ says Adelia.  
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 ‘That’s what they told us in school.’ 
 ‘That was a long time ago. Things are a lot different now.’ 
 This seems to satisfy everyone concerned, and the children’s attention is drawn 
back to their plates, while Adelia and Clay exchange a semi-anxious glance. He and 
Catherine still eat very little. 
 ‘Daddy,’ says Patrick, ‘you won’t have to go away again will you?’ 
 Strangely, Clay does not answer. Adelia turns towards him, about to reproach his 
rude distractedness, but notices that his face has become as white as the cauliflower.  
 ‘John, are you – ’ 
 Clay half rises from his chair, his torso convulsing, one arm grabbing at his 
midsection as if a wild animal is about to burst from it. The other hand if outstretched for 
balance on the table. A crystal decanter is knocked over and smashes to the floor with a 
universally alarming sound. A dark, brown handful of vomit rises to Clay’s mouth and 
dribbles glisteningly down his chin, made all the more noticeable by his pallor. Another 
huge convulsion and a jet of the viscous brown fluid sprays from his mouth all over the 
Chippendale table, his family and the lovingly set out food. 
 Adelia, Pat and Catherine, speckled and splotched with unthinkably putrid liquid, 
sit frozen, stunned like animals in a spotlight, as Clay collapses to the floor. 
 
 
‘Can I get you anything?’ Adelia asks him. The table has been cleaned, the kids have 
both taken a shower and Clay has been tucked safely in bed. Her tone of voice holds just 
the faintest edge of anger. It is not possible to be angry with sick people for their 
infirmities, it seems to be saying, but if it were… 
 ‘I’m fine, thanks,’ Clay answers. 
 ‘Clearly, you’re not.’ 
 ‘No.’ 
 ‘Do you think it’s the stress?’ she asks hopefully. 
 ‘I think so, yes.’ And there’s a sense in which he isn’t lying to her, not exactly. 
And at least this gives her something. Suddenly, her eyes have brightened at the prospect 
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that what we are dealing with has a name. It can be fought through, together, a task they 
will need to overcome, nothing more frightening than that. 
 ‘You work too much, you know?’ 
 Clay nods. 
 ‘And you worry too much. I know this exhibition is important to you, but it’ll 
work itself out. Try to keep things in perspective. It’s not like an atomic bomb has gone 
off. It’s not the end of the world.’ 
 ‘I wish I knew where George went.’ 
 ‘He’s probably frightened,’ says Adelia, using the same, slightly singsong tone of 
voice as the night before. Is there an unspoken agreement between the well and the ailing 
that this is the kind of voice they need to hear? ‘It can’t be easy for him. By the sounds of 
it, he may feel like he’s let you down.’ 
 Clay turns to face his wife. His features bear an expression of grim seriousness. 
‘Del, something happened out there.’ 
 ‘You don’t know that,’ she says, again in her musical voice. ‘Let’s not talk about 
this now.’ Has she misconstrued his meaning? Or is she simply refusing to discuss what 
happened? Clay is not sure, but he is relieved to be told what to do, happy that a decision 
has been taken out of his hands, and he broaches the subject no further. Is this where my 
family secret took a fork in the road that continues to haunt us all, even to this very day? 
‘Stop working yourself up into a state,’ Adelia continues. ‘You know you have a 
tendency to do that. You’re home now, that’s all that matters. Give yourself a break. You 
need to look out for number one for a change.’ 
 He turns his face away and lays it back down on the pillow. Adelia strokes his 
hair. 
 ‘Do you think you’ll be well enough to see your dad tomorrow?’ 
 ‘I think I will. I’m sure it was just something I ate.’ 
 ‘What about our swim in the lake?’ 
 ‘I wouldn’t miss it,’ he says. Even though he feels it is the last thing he would 
want to do, given a choice, he understands Adelia’s love of routine, her attachment to 
ceremony. Their weekly swim in Lake Burly Griffin has taken on the weight of ritual, 
and he is loath to interfere with its semi-religious charm. Besides, the girlish smile that 
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never fails to light up Adelia’s face on the appointment’s confirmation is worth 
practically any amount of discomfort. 
 
 
 
My whole family are night owls. I love a good all-nighter and dreaming away the hours 
when others are cogging the machine. My parents weened by time on the dole and 
Channel Nine going 24 hours a day for the first time in the mid seventies. My 
grandfather, too, has always found it a pleasure to wake up late, and he so seldom gets to 
do it in his working life. For just a moment, in sleep’s anteroom before he is fully awake, 
he imagines whimsically that he is a student again at Melbourne Uni. There is an art class 
very late in the afternoon. He has spent the previous evening talking till dawn with 
Marxists and actors and radicals in the dirty, dusty lounge room of a double story terraced 
house on Drummond Street, rented by someone or another for less per week than the 
price of a good meal. A sense back then, strong as the smell of rising damp, that – despite 
the fact he has slept half the day away – there will still be something new and exciting 
that will no doubt happen to him on this long gone day where life stretched out so 
limitless before him. 
 When he fully wakens, he notices that the house is quiet as he rarely hears it 
anymore. Adelia is at work, Patrick and Catherine at school. He wanders the quiet rooms 
and takes in the odd, unmoving air, the creaks and groans of the old house as familiar and 
comforting to him as those of his own body. A certain floorboard angling the bones in his 
foot just the right way for a solid crack to ring out – as it does every morning – just as he 
approaches the stairs, the cat’s routine stretching, purring, scratching of its post and the 
words he says to it.  
As he walks past Patrick’s room, an open door reveals the late morning sun 
beaming down on a Skyhooks poster in a way he has never seen it do before, dust motes 
swimming like insects above the neatly made bed. He thinks instantly of the beam of a 
projector in a dark cinema, and the image brings him a measure of contentment. 
 Despite being a fine day and late spring, the kitchen floor is cold on his slipperless 
feet as he makes himself a coffee on a stovetop espresso maker and scratches beneath his 
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dressing gown: slovenly yawning and then the deliciously painful crack of a well-rested 
limb joint. He has his wife to thank for the wonderful coffee they drink in this house. 
Properly ground beans and these simple machines that guests often think are decorative. 
They are not easy to come by and every time one breaks, Adelia writes to her parents in 
Melbourne for a replacement. Visitors to the Clay house – used to the blandness of 
Maxwell House and Nescafe – what Adelia calls pretend coffee or crazy coffee – are 
often stunned by the quality of the hot drinks provided by the Clays, and it never fails to 
please him or his wife. 
 Cup in hand, he wanders semi-aimlessly into his study: a large, white room with a 
view of the street below and brown bookcases full mostly with work related material. 
There is a small corner, though, where he never allows himself to place loose documents 
or friendly knick-knacks. This is where he keeps what he thinks of as his serious 
literature: the Dostoyevsky from his student days, several dozen pages still bearing the 
graffiti’d notes from his more than decade old lit classes, Patrick White – recent 
acquisitions – whose Voss and The Vivisector have made him realise the possibility of 
truly Australian writing, as well as the stunning presence of an authentic literary giant in 
his own back yard, something he did not think possible until he read the Sydney author’s 
turgid yet exhilarating prose. And odds and sods he’s picked up along the way, only ever 
finding time to read about half of them: Henry Miller, some beats, Saul Bellows’ The 
Adventures Of Augie March.  
 Briefly, he entertains the notion that he will spend the rest of the morning lazily 
reading and drinking coffee until his afternoon meeting with Adelia at Lake Burley 
Griffin. It is a soothing, centring thought, but before it has even had time to take full hold, 
he is berating himself for wasting a block of time that could much more productively be 
used on catching up on gallery work. 
 The thought of reading gone now as a departed guest, he opens up his desk diary 
and ponders the innumerable entries for the week, now half gone. He finishes the rest of 
his coffee in one scalding gulp and, instinctively, picks up the phone and begins dialling. 
 ‘Hello,’ he says nervously, as if he is calling a girl he barely knows. ‘Can I speak 
with Constable Sprunt please?’ 
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 Comfortingly, the voice on the other end of the line does not think it strange that 
someone is calling for the Constable from so far away, the tell-tale STD beeps common 
out there where the distances are so great. After a brief wait, Sprunt comes to the phone. 
 ‘Yes, who is it?’ he says, obviously one of those people who, while genial enough 
in person, has a phone manner that suggests a pre-War distrust of this strange talking and 
listening device. 
 ‘It’s John Clay, Constable. I was just wondering if you’d made any progress with 
finding George Myall?’ 
 ‘Nothing to report, I’m afraid,’ says Sprunt, clipped and business-like. 
 ‘Nothing?’ 
 ‘Nothing at all, mate,’ with the suggestion that he has better things to do than this. 
 ‘Really?’ says Clay, and there is an awkward pause, magnified by the fact of the 
telephone, much more disconcerting than it would be face-to-face, something, Clay 
thinks later, to do with the fact they are standing in separate cities with plastic devices 
that look like vases held to their ears. ‘Have you tried the settlement?’ 
 ‘Of course. We’ve tried quite a few of the bloody settlements, mate. Do you think 
we’re all a bunch of drongos out here in the bush or something? Look mate, It’s pension 
day up here, and I’ve got a bunch of your black brothers already maggoted and stirring up 
shit in the main drag, so if there’s nothing else I can help you with…’ 
 ‘No. No. Thanks for your time, Constable.’ 
 ‘Don’t mention it. Bye now.’ 
 ‘Bye.’ 
 Clay hangs up the phone. While he had been feeling better after a night’s rest, 
now he is not so sure. His eyes wander to a painting on the wall of a young Aboriginal 
man, naked but for a suspiciously western style loincloth, clutching a spear and looking 
out across a Europeanised depiction of outback landscape. He makes a mental note to get 
rid of the painting, given to him once by a well-meaning aunt who no doubt imagined it 
correlated in some way with his interest in Aboriginal culture. He had never liked it 
much; the painter’s condescending ennobling on his or her own terms reeked of the worst 
kind of pigeonholing. Now, though, he finds that the painting bothers him even more than 
it used to. 
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 He opens his desk diary again and chooses a task at random, sets about achieving 
it automatically. 
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19. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Every time I visit my quaint little capital city there is the vague, mildly haunting feeling 
of being inside a dream cinema from one’s youth, long closed now and bulldozed and a 
mall selling things no one could ever really want built on top of it. Putatively half way 
between Melbourne and Sydney, but actually much closer to the latter, Canberra 
architecture is incongruous, as if to reflect this geographic imprecision. The city is 
surrounded by mountains which cause it to be truly freezing in winter, hot and dry and 
prone to scorching winds and bushfire in the baking summer. The city centre on a 
Saturday night is uncannily devoid of traffic, and there are semi-tame kangaroos only a 
handful of kilometres away. The disquieting yet somehow charming overlapping of the 
bush and the city. I once drove my car up to Old Parliament House at midnight, parked 
centimetres from where Gough made his famous speech and skateboarded around the 
forecourt, expecting at any moment that security would move me on, but it never 
happened.  
 My grandfather parks his car in the ample space provided by the National Library 
car park and grabs his togs and a towel from the back seat and walks down the slight hill 
leading to the lake. He scans the faces and shapes and colours of the other lunchtime 
swimmers and recognises Adelia’s polka-dotted, one-piece suit, her white floppy sunhat 
beside her and her out-of-date, sixties style sunglasses perched on top of her hair. She is 
sitting down on a towel, facing the lake with her back to him, gazing into the distance. As 
he approaches, he notices a small basket. Like always, she has thought to bring lunch 
with her, something he would never remember, too excited, like a little boy, to be 
concerned with practical matters such as these. As he makes his way towards his wife, he 
remembers going away once as a teenager with a group of friends for a weekend horse 
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riding. So excited were they about the trip they forgot to bring any food, and only realised 
their mistake after a full day’s riding when, naturally, they were ravenously hungry as 
only teenage boys can be. They spent most of that night chasing a cheeky rabbit across a 
paddock, not knowing what they would do with it had they caught it, which of course 
they didn’t, laughing maniacally at the absurdity of their situation. A kindly fellow rider 
gave them breakfast the next day, which, although sparse, was enough to fuel them for 
another day’s exertions. When Clay got home on the Sunday night he ate his parents’ 
cupboards literally bare. 
He sneaks up behind his wife and grabs her light-heartedly, pressing her down 
onto the towel with only slight force due to her obviously wanting to play along. They 
kiss like teenagers. 
 ‘Been in?’  
 ‘I was waiting for you.’ 
 Clay nods, smiling. He looks at the basket. ‘Did you make those rolls?’ 
 ‘I did,’ she says, rising from the ground, brushing twigs and grass from her hair. 
 ‘With the salami?’ 
 ‘Uh hu.’ 
 ‘And that lettuce that looks like leaves?’ 
 ‘Yes.’ 
 ‘I love being married to an Italian girl.’ 
 ‘I love being married to a Skippy. You lot are so easy to impress when it comes to 
food.’ 
 There is a comfortable, pleasant weather silence. 
 ‘You’re obviously feeling better.’ 
 ‘The thought of seeing you in your swimsuit, obviously.’ 
 ‘Cheeky. But seriously, you feel okay?’ 
 ‘I do. I think I just needed a good sleep-in.’ 
 Another marriagey silence, easy as old linen. 
 ‘You should go and change.’ 
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The water is freezing, as it always is this time of year: not late spring yet, winter clinging 
stubbornly to its vanishing power. But the body adjusts after the initial shock, 
goosebumps smooth themselves out and the physical exertion of the swimming raises the 
temperature of the blood. Clay breaststrokes out to a small island and back again, while 
Adelia treads water and lies on her back. 
 Then they come together, surrounded by water as the city by its mountains. They 
hold each other, kiss both playfully and deeply, stroke the other’s cheeks, cuddle, 
thinking no doubt this will keep them warm. They duck each other’s heads recklessly 
under the surface. Clay cops several enjoyable feels when the opportunity presents itself. 
Adelia calls him a dirty old man and splashes water at him as if it is some kind of 
defence, screaming quietly, her hand covering her mouth, the laughter of mock horror. 
 The ardour of their games has faded now, and they are treading water together 
quietly, still smiling. A kiss now or another playful feel or a dunk would be considered by 
the other as extracurricular, quite daring. One of them is just about to suggest getting out, 
and the other knows it. On a whim, Adelia ducks her husband’s head under again. This 
time, however, instead of coming instantly back up and seeking his gentle marital 
revenge, as the rules of the game dictate, he remains, troublingly, under the surface. 
 The young Aboriginal boy is back now, underneath all that civilization and 
leisurely activity. Like an electric shock the image in all its lurid detail returns, not just at 
the periphery of his vision or swirling around his mind but inside him, the boy’s ghost an 
eel of some kind that has slid down his gullet while he was submerged and made its home 
now in the juices of his gut. There is a shadowy thought that Adelia might be worried 
about him, and that he should return to the surface, but it is so comfortable down here, 
what is happening seems so unquestionably right.  
 Then instinct takes over. Without even realising how or why, the pain in Clay’s 
dying lungs push him to the surface and he gasps for air, red in the face and vomiting 
water, coughing and spluttering like an old car engine driving its last road. With what 
seems a superhuman effort, Adelia drags him to shore and lays him on his side. Minutes 
later, he is still gasping for air, seemingly distrustful of the nature of the supply. 
 Eventually, he regains his breath at least, if not his composure. He lies and stares 
at his wife with a lost look of both bewilderment and shame. 
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 Adelia takes the rest of the afternoon off, and they drive home in stony silence. 
 
 
Clay feels instantly better once he is back at the house, but Adelia confines him to bed 
under the strictest of orders and, like a little boy, he doesn’t protest being ordered around, 
fussed over and brought his evening meal. Despite this small enchantment, he 
nonetheless picks abstractedly at the food, and, surprisingly, the gesture comforts him 
further. After school, Patrick and Catherine shower him with hot, breathy kisses before 
they too retire to bed. What would have been seen back then as the dubious medicinal 
value of the wet, germy exchanges is far outweighed by their psychological worth. 
 Concerned, Clay’s father has called around and stands awkwardly at the end of 
his son’s bed, dispensing platitudes and shifting uncomfortably from foot to foot. The 
episode with the art gallery in Alice has caused waves here at home, Clay knows, but 
Jack has obviously decided this is not the time to discuss them. 
 My great aunt Beatrix is here, too. Adelia, so often the one called, has reversed 
the usual order of things and summoned her baby sister for support. To her credit, Beatrix 
responds with an alacrity that suggests something biblical: do unto others as you would 
have them do unto you.  
 She sits familiarly at the foot of Clay’s sickbed, placing her hand sympathetically 
on his lower leg. Clay smiles. By all reports, Beatrix and my granddad had always gotten 
on well. Her manic, child-like energy and enthusiasm for certain projects and causes has 
always appealed to him as admirable, at the very least, albeit sometimes misguided. Her 
harsh abandonment and devilish lows following her highs he most often hears about only 
second-hand, and experiences them only through the filter of Adelia’s deep concern, their 
impact on him softened as a consequence. At certain angles and in particular lights, he 
can see the similarities between her and her older sister, but for the most part they are 
pointedly different. Beatrix’s face is rounder, less angular than his wife’s, and her hair is 
a shocking blonde – rare and much treasured in Italian families – as opposed to her 
sister’s more commonplace midnight-dark crown. 
 ‘Are you feeling any better?’ she asks after Jack has made his abrupt farewells 
and they are clumsily alone. For good measure, he notices, she makes sure to remove her 
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hand from his leg. Her question is a conventional enough opening line for a man in his 
sickbed, but Beatrix asks it with the sincere concern of someone who knows better than 
most what it feels like to be in poor health. 
 ‘Bea, I don’t know what’s wrong with me.’ 
 She places her hand gently back on his leg, taking a deep breath as she does so. 
‘We often don’t,’ she offers, with sad authority. 
 ‘Yeah,’ Clay says, both relieved and troubled by the truth this statement contains. 
‘What about you Bea? How are you?’ 
 ‘God,’ she says with exasperation, waving her hand dismissively in the air like 
worrying away a fly. At the mention of the word, Clay’s mind wanders to a flirtation she 
had recently – a year or two ago – with religion, much to the disgust of everyone in her 
staunchly atheist family. He’s not entirely clear on the details, but he seems to remember 
something about church, baptism and communion. The things we try when we’re truly 
desperate, he thinks to himself. Poor Bea, all chink, no armour. 
 Then there is the addictive aspect to her personality, much storied even unto my 
own generation. A family trait perhaps, Clay might have thought, and I tend to agree with 
him. This is something he possibly sees mirrored in his youngest child, my father. An 
over-zealousness, a hunger for experience, no matter the consequences. It is a trait he 
finds admirable, although he has little to no experience of it himself. The only real claim 
to addiction he can make is, ridiculously, to The Norman Gunston Show and, although he 
feels there are similarities to Bea’s freight train enthusiasms, he realises the likeness is 
benign at best.  
 ‘Really, Bea. What happened with…Paul, was it?’ 
 ‘Peter.’ 
 ‘Peter, I’m sorry. What happened?’ 
 ‘The usual, pretty much,’ she says, smiling forcibly and shaking her head yes in a 
motion that suggests a moment of rare self-knowledge. 
 ‘I’m so sorry.’ 
 ‘Oh, he wasn’t worth it. No doubt it turned out for the best in the end. You know 
something though? I don’t miss him all that much, no more than usual anyway, but I do 
miss his son. Gareth, his name was, about ten. We got on like a house on fire. He was a 
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real movie nut and his father didn’t have much of an idea. I’d take him out to The Capitol 
in Manuka to see all these films that he never knew existed: Jerry Lewis, Jacques Tati, 
the Marx Brothers. He used to love the Marx Brothers. I’ll never forget the first time he 
saw Groucho on screen, he couldn’t believe the shit this guy was pulling, know what I 
mean? The poor kid was tugging at my arm, trying to ask me questions about what the 
hell was going on, but of course, he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the screen. After the 
film was over, he wouldn’t shut up about all three of the Marx Brothers in the car on the 
way home. I just know he went and told all his friends about it at school the next day.’ 
 ‘That’s really sad,’ says Clay. 
 ‘Yeah,’ Beatrix almost sighs. ‘The really sad thing, though, is that all that stuff is 
gone now, and his father doesn’t even know it’s missing.’ 
 
 
Let’s say that Adelia and Clay had been going out for a year before she told him the full 
story of what happened to her little sister. The details had always been there, bubbling 
tacitly just below the surface of every conversation touching on Beatrix and her 
condition. Clay had been patient, not wanting to push his then girlfriend into revelations 
she didn’t want to make. Recently, however, the couple had been talking about getting 
married, and Clay had noticed an increased agitation even in Adelia’s briefest mentions 
of her sister. 
 No one wants to think about their parents having sex, let alone their grandparents, 
but I am going to say that it was at Clay’s Rathdowne Street flat one night, after making 
love, that she finally spilled the beans. Adelia had – okay, I’m going to say it – 
experienced a particularly powerful orgasm, as she often did when she was, err, on top, 
and her moans of pleasure had transformed seamlessly into tears as her climax reached its 
peak. She’d rolled off Clay and curled up sobbing in a small ball, her shaking back 
confronting her perplexed lover like a wall. 
 During a long silence where both knew words were useless, Clay simply held 
Adelia as firmly as he could – big spoon style – while she cried out whatever it was that 
was bothering her. Then the words poured out of her. 
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 ‘There was this guy, this friend of the family who used to come into the café,’ she 
said, smoking a post-coital cigarette and clutching the sheets around her breasts as she 
spoke. ‘My dad thought he was such a great guy. Never suspected that there was anything 
going on because he was so much older than us. He was married and had girls our age. 
He’d take Bea and I out to his farm in the country and one time when his wife and 
daughters were away, he came into my room and told me he was in love with me. Bea 
was asleep in the bed next to me and I told him to be quiet, that I didn’t want her to hear. 
I kicked him out of the room and told him not to come back in. I was eighteen but Bea 
was only 14, a young 14, too, still a baby really, and I didn’t want her having to deal with 
something like this. Secretly, though, in my heart, I wanted him to come back so badly. I 
just wished that Bea wasn’t there. 
 ‘The next few times we went up to his place, I tried to organise it so that Bea 
wouldn’t come along. I manufactured fights and pretended we weren’t getting on, but I 
wasn’t able to shake her off. She loved it up there, and dad wasn’t having any of it. 
 ‘The next time we went, my desire for him must have been so obvious – you 
know, it often is with girls that age. Anyway, he didn’t even wait for his wife and his 
girls to go back to the city. He came into my room the first night we were there. Bea was 
fast asleep so we made love with her right there in the bed. It was my first time and he 
was very gentle and we were both really quiet, but I couldn’t help feeling so guilty the 
next day. I had to eat lunch with his wife and his daughters and fucking Bea, for Christ’s 
sake.’ 
 Wordlessly, Clay reached out and held her hand and Adelia managed a weak 
smile, pulling the sheets tighter around herself with a modesty he didn’t understand. 
 ‘Anyway, this went on for the next four or five trips we took up there. I guess I 
thought I was in love with him and that he’d leave his wife or something. I don’t know. I 
don’t really remember. Eventually, though, I told him it had to stop and it did. What I 
didn’t realise was that he’d been doing the same thing to my sister the whole time.’ 
 Clay let go of her hand in shock, then realised he perhaps shouldn’t have done so 
and grabbed it again clumsily. He was unsure of what exactly it was Adelia was saying, 
but thought better of blurting out the first question that came into his head. Eventually, he 
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asked as gently as he could for some clarification, although he saw that Adelia was close 
to tears again. 
 ‘While I was asleep,’ she said shakily. ‘In the same bed. After he’d finished with 
me, he did the same things to Bea. I didn’t find all this out until much later on. Fuck, she 
was only 14.’  
 
 
I think that even in the 1970s, it is common psychiatric wisdom that sexual abuse victims 
can have a part of themselves stay roughly the same mental age as they were at the time 
of the abuse, and Clay observes that this theory is certainly borne out with Beatrix. Yet 
still there are moments of clarity where she seems to grasp the ramifications of her 
situation, and this moment of intimacy stolen with Clay on his sickbed seems to be one of 
them, like she knows something he emphatically does not, the secret knowledge gracing 
her with a power he can never imagine possessing. 
 ‘You’ll get better,’ she says. ‘You’ll see. You’ll work it all out.’ 
 She squeezes his leg in a gesture of parting, smiles her sad, beautiful smile, eyes 
both sparkling and worried, and leaves him. It is late now, and he rests his head on the 
pillow. He must have been a lot more tired than he realised, because he falls into a 
cavernous, dreamless sleep. 
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Jack Clay’s office in the rabbit warren of Parliament House is tiny and obscure, tucked 
away ingloriously next to the steam trunk distribution venue in the basement of the 
seemingly bottomless building. Despite the fact that he has been here several dozen 
times, Clay always has trouble finding his dad’s office. Old Parliament House, as it’s 
now known colloquially, or – to give it its official title – The Museum of Australian 
Democracy, seems to delight in advertising its shortcomings. A sign on the door of a 
typical office now explains how cramped and unproductive these spaces were, more often 
than not two or sometimes three people doing the work of governing the nation in an area 
not that much bigger than the one we usually reserve for storing our clothes. Jack’s 
workspace is no exception. 
 Jack’s secretary, Millie, welcomes Clay with her usual sardonic wit. ‘His 
highness,’ she says. ‘Is expecting you.’  
Clay walks familiarly through the frosted glass door with his father’s name sign 
written in gold leaf and removes a stack of papers from a leather chair. 
‘Feeling any better?’ Jack asks, with plain disinterest. 
‘Much,’ says Clay, knowing there are more serious things to discuss, but Jack has 
always been a big one for the tradition of opening a conversation with small talk, devoted 
to the belief that a bit of chit-chat can make any discussion, no matter how unpleasant, 
more palatable. 
‘How’s my daughter-in law?’ 
‘She’s well. Wants us to all go out to this new Indian restaurant that’s opened up 
down the street from us.’ 
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‘Indian? Jesus. I ate some of that stuff a few months ago. You ever tried it 
before?’ 
‘Not yet, no.’ 
‘What did the bloke call it? Vandaloo, or something. Went through me like a 
fucking arrow. I swear to ever-loving Jesus it felt like I was evacuating a small city 
instead of just my poor old bowels.’ 
Jack moves in his chair as if recalling the discomfort. Despite himself, Clay 
laughs. 
‘Okay,’ his father says, way too quickly, indicating now that it is time for more 
serious business. ‘What’s the danger you can tell me how the fuck my name got in this 
story?’ 
Jack slams a back issue of The Australian down at Clay’s end of the desk and 
drops his finger contemptuously on a small story near the bottom of page one. The 
headline reads: MINISTER’S SON SWINDLED BY ABORIGINAL ARTIST. 
His annoyance satiated by the physical exertion of thwacking the paper down, 
Jack collapses himself in his high-backed chair with a thump and a long sigh. ‘It isn’t like 
we haven’t got enough to fucking worry about.’ 
Clay looks at his father inquisitively. Jack rises again with an obvious effort and 
drops another finger on the main headline of the same day’s paper: CONSTITUTIONAL 
DEADLOCK. 
‘I mean, fuck a dog. Fraser and his egotistical bloody power games.’ 
‘I know dad. I’m sorry, but this story’s a bunch of bullshit.’ 
Jack Clay takes a long, meaningful look at his son, anger not far from the surface, 
but rough affection there, too. Clay flinches, bodily recalling bawling-outs and raised 
voices over lost bikes and rusted tools from his childhood. Never a physically violent 
man, Jack nonetheless could put the fear of god into people with his booming voice 
alone, and he knew it. Clay’s mother, no shrinking violet herself I’m told, would always 
make sure to be busy in another part of the house when Jack was on one of his rampages. 
Like a lot of unpleasant family dynamics, the lack of support Clay no doubt felt from her 
would have still rankled, even after all these years. 
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‘Bullshit or not, you better take care of it,’ he says, not tenderly, but with a 
deliberate lowering of volume of his venomous tone. This vocal detente might suggest a 
person who is attempting to break a lifelong habit. 
‘I will, dad. Robinson’s called a board meeting for this afternoon. What do you 
think I should say?’ 
The simple mention of Robinson’s name is enough to set Jack’s blood boiling 
again, but with the self-knowledge of the high blood-pressured everywhere, he tries 
valiantly not to let it bother him. 
‘Buggered if I know, son. That supercilious little mummy’s boy’ll be having a 
field day with this.’ 
As Clay rises to go, an unasked question gnaws at his leaving.  
‘Dad?’ 
‘Yes mate?’ Jack has buried his head back in that day’s copy of The Australian 
and has the look of a person readying to grind their teeth. 
‘I’ve still got your support, right?’ 
Jack raises his head contemptuously from the paper. 
‘John, don’t be a cunt.’ 
 
 
The interior of the Arts Acquisitions Department offices are indistinguishable from 
hundreds of others Clay has been in over his years in Canberra: beige walls, chairs 
purchased in bulk from the same supplier, the subliminal, insect-like buzz and sickly hue 
of neon lighting incongruous in the middle of a sun-filled Australian day. 
 The boardroom is more up-market but still unremarkable in its uniformity: 
slightly more comfortable chairs and a mahogany table. Seated in a horse-shoe around 
one end are the Commission heads, including Robinson, their faces buried, to a man, in 
the same back issue of The Australian Clay’s dad had brandished like a weapon. This is 
not going to be fun. 
 Clay enters and seats himself a polite distance from the suited gaggle and self-
consciously clears his throat. They all raise their heads from the paper and fix him with 
stony, expectant expressions. 
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 ‘This ought to be good,’ Robinson mutters to himself. 
 
 
Later that day, Clay and Adelia are sitting on the living room couch, their legs curled up 
towards their chests like teenagers, their stares fixed blankly on the television screen as 
they have been for the last several nights. They are watching the 7pm ABC news bulletin, 
close to a religious rite in this family. Despite later protestations from their parents, 
Catherine and Patrick usually take this opportunity to run seriously amok. As a child 
myself, I unconsciously continued this odd family quirk, somehow knowing I could get 
away with anything while my parents watched the news. This night, however, even the 
children seem to sense something sinister and frightening in the air, and play a game 
quietly with dolls and an old tractor. 
 ‘Prime Minister Whitlam and the leader of the opposition, Mister Fraser, met 
separately today with the Governor General, John Kerr,’ says the reporter, straight to 
camera. ‘They were attempting to resolve the current senate crisis over supply, a 
deadlock that threatens to bankrupt the Government.’ 
 Adelia looks worriedly at her husband. The horrified look that he returned home 
with, tension plastered all over his face like the glow from an oil lamp. And Clay’s 
expression has only gotten worse since tonight’s latest instalment of the saga of the 
constitutional crisis. Despite her myriad concerns for him overwhelming her own 
equilibrium, she attempts still to be the peacemaker. 
 ‘Don’t worry about your dad, John. He’s under a lot of pressure. I know you 
won’t let him down. Try not to take it personally darling.’ 
 ‘I don’t know,’ replies Clay, not moving his eyes an inch off the screen. ‘It felt 
pretty bloody personal.’ 
 ‘Dad said a swear,’ says Patrick, running off excitedly like a kitten after a ball of 
string. 
 ‘Once this business is over, things will go back to normal’ says Adelia, nodding at 
the TV. ‘You’ll see.’ 
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In the small, whirring hours, Clay is lying on his back in bed, staring at the ceiling. His 
wife sleeps fitfully beside him. Usually a good sleeper himself, Clay has rarely observed 
Adelia’s nocturnal habits, and it is with curiosity he notes the fluttering eyelids, the little 
words of gibberish she mutters and the twitches that spring like small electric shocks 
from her not quite resting body. 
 Mournfully, he notices that the clock beside her reads 4:17 and he begins to 
entertain notions of finishing some work rather than continuing his futile attempts to 
sleep. Time is situated in the murky borderlands between it being too early to rise and to 
late to slumber when the phone rings out like a siren. With a jerk, he leaps out of bed and 
dashes to the hallway. 
 ‘Hello.’ Half irritated, half concerned. 
 ‘Hello, John,’ says a voice down the line. Clay immediately recognises the 
accented voice as belonging to Waters.  
 ‘It’s time,’ meaning and innuendo dripping from the words like venom. 
 ‘What?’ 
 ‘I said, it’s time.’ 
 ‘What the hell does that mean? Why are you calling me at this hour? Are you 
drunk?’ 
 ‘No,’ Waters says resentfully. ‘Well, yes, actually, but that’s beside the point. 
Have you thought about my offer, John?’ 
 Clay is silent, his jaw knotted. 
 ‘Still undecided huh?’ 
 More silence. 
 ‘Okay.’ Waters is laughing now, a slight, evil chuckle. ‘Stay tuned, my friend. 
Make sure you watch the news tomorrow. Bye for now.’ 
 ‘What the fuck do you mean watch the news? What are you talking about?’ 
 ‘Sweet dreams.’ And the line goes dead. 
 
 
Clay sits forlornly at his desk; leafing distractedly through some papers he seems not to 
understand the purpose of, despite their familiarity. His unrest of the night and weeks 
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before is evident on his face with dark, menacing rings beneath his eyes. After the call 
from Waters, sleep became a fantasy. 
 ‘John,’ Adelia calls from the next room, a careful tone that can indicate trouble or 
concern, an argument about to happen or a child’s skinned knee. 
 ‘John,’ he hears again, louder this time, much more urgent. He understands 
straight away that this is no stumble or fight and stands bolt upright. ‘John!’ A scream 
now. 
 He rushes from his study into the lounge room. Adelia is staring at the television 
in amazement, an expression of horror on her face he is entirely unfamiliar with. 
 On the black and white screen, Gough Whitlam stands on the steps of Parliament 
House, raising his chin and swirling his jowls, clearly thinking about what it is he is 
going to say. When I travelled to my grandparents old home and stood exactly where 
Gough had, I understood that his view that day would have taken in an impressive vista 
of the capital city. In a line directly ahead of him, this outlook would have culminated 
with the Shrine of Remembrance off in the squinty distance.  
Just in front of him and to his left is the Governor General’s secretary, David 
Smith. They are surrounded by lawyers, reporters and politicians. Bizarrely, Clay thinks 
he spots the actor Gary McDonald, dressed as his alter ego Norman Gunston, fleetingly in 
the corner of the frame. There is an air of reckoning, palpable as approaching storm, 
evident even through the cathode rays beaming from the screen. A sea of microphones, 
looking like the armour of an imaginary underwater beast, sits in front of Smith’s face as 
he reads from a letter, Whitlam looming large and foreboding in the background. 
 ‘I, John Robert Kerr,’ reads Smith. ‘The Governor General of Australia, do by 
this proclamation dissolve the senate and the House of Representatives. Given under my 
hand the great seal of Australia on 11 November 1975. By his Excellency’s command, 
Malcolm Fraser, Prime Minister. God save the queen.’ 
 A riotous uproar among those gathered. Adelia and Clay exchange shocked 
glances. 
‘This isn’t right,’ Adelia says. ‘Fraser can’t be Prime Minister. There hasn’t been 
an election. Is this legal, John? What the hell is happening?’ 
‘I don’t know, Del.’ 
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Whitlam moves forward and composes himself. Everyone knows what happens 
next: well might we say… because nothing will save the… History… Kerr’s cur. Later 
came maintain the rage, but nobody did. These are words embedded in our history yet – 
paradoxically – seldom ever heard. 
 ‘This is wrong,’ says Adelia in disbelief, shaking her head. ‘It’s just wrong.’ 
Up until this point, both my grandparents had been standing as if to attention, alert 
and twitching. Immediate action felt as if it would certainly be called for, and very soon 
now. But then Clay slumps down in a chair with what can only be interpreted as a 
defeated air. 
Adelia is still standing, outraged. Her hot, European blood, possibly fortified by 
that continent’s long and turbulent political history, is boiling. She is ready, if push 
comes to shove, to run out of the house and join the masses that she is sure will be 
demonstrating outside Parliament House within the hour. She no doubt entertains 
imagery of tanks in the streets and Molotov cocktails. 
‘People won’t stand for it,’ she says to Clay. ‘They need to arrest Kerr and Fraser. 
People won’t stand for this.’ 
‘Yes, they will,’ is all he says, sinking further and further into the cushions of the 
chair. 
And history tells us, of course, that my grandfather was right. People did indeed 
stand for the removal of their democratically elected government on that terrible day, and 
barely a word has been spoken about it since. Just over a decade earlier, two New York 
songwriters had penned the words silence like a cancer grows.  
No shit. 
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Fuck Addy, I don’t know. Last time I was in Canberra, I went to see Blue Poles. I 
suppose I spent 20 minutes there. Maybe ten groups of people came by. At least six or 
seven of them mentioned Whitlam. It’s like that five square feet in front of that painting 
at the National Gallery is the only place in the country he gets mentioned anymore.  
And the coup? Just forget about it. A real no-go zone.  
Well, yes. I hear what you’re saying. I mean, it’s not overwhelming evidence, but 
it’s still evidence. Might not stand up in a court of law, but it makes a kind of 
rudimentary horse sense. He was going to close Pine fucking Gap, for Christ’s sake. The 
Parliament was due to vote on it on November 12, the day after he was sacked. What the 
hell does that tell you? You’re one of smartest people I know. What do you think that 
says? Do you imagine for a second that a Republican government in Cold War America 
was ever going to sit still for that shit? 
 There was that guy, Boyce, that CIA analyst from, you know, that movie. He 
testified in his trial about all the cables flying between Langley and the U.S. embassy in 
Canberra. How they thought Whitlam was a communist that simply had to be removed, 
all that kind of thing. 
 Did you see the recent doco on Keating? He’d just been promoted to cabinet on 
the day of the coup and he reckons he said Kerr should have just been arrested. 
 And as much as I do like Fraser these days – especially since he left the Liberal 
party – and as much as it pains me to say it to you like this Del, the man’s done such 
great things with refugees and all, but the fact of the matter is that he should have done 
fucking time. 
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Later that day, Remembrance Day, Clay must surely have recalled sardonically, he is 
called into his boss’s office. In the car on the way there, he imagines it will be some 
trifling matter – another detail of the fiasco at Alice Arts he will need to clean up, 
something like that – and he is unable to concentrate on anything but the honking horns 
and the groups already gathering in protest that he passes on his way to the city. There are 
schoolkids everywhere, like rats after a flood, and for a moment he cannot work out why. 
Then he realises that the teachers in the state schools must have walked off the job in 
protest. The children are happy and smiling, thrilled no doubt to be getting a deliciously 
unscheduled day off school, hesitant about what to do with themselves and the formless 
time before them. They will probably all grow up to be Liberal voters because of this, he 
thinks irreverently. There are none of Adelia’s tanks, not yet anyway, and a cold thrill 
passes through him as he wishes he were wrong, wishes that the army would in fact 
surround Parliament House, demanding the illegal Fraser caretaker Government cease 
and desist and that the democratically elected Whitlam Government be returned to power. 
 It is a typically muddled southern Australian early November day, impossible to 
dress adequately for. The remaining winter chill has not yet been fully taken over by what 
will soon become an oppressive sun, and leaving the house without a jacket is 
unthinkable, wearing it impossible. For once, Clay cannot get a park anywhere near the 
Parliamentary district, and the long walk from his car has him sweating like it is the 
middle of February. 
 When he finally arrives at Robinson’s office, the sweat has soaked through the 
armpits of his white shirt and corduroy jacket. As such, he thinks, he presents as quite the 
sight, but Clay is unprepared for Robinson’s sharp stare as he enters the office. Hard to 
impress at the best of times, his boss regards him now as he might a dog that has 
wandered in off the street. 
 ‘Sit down, John,’ he says. 
 ‘Thank you,’ Clay answers. 
 They sit in silence for what feels to Clay like quite a while. No friendly offer of a 
cigarette this time. Robinson is obviously considering his words. 
 ‘I imagine you’re extremely disappointed by these events.’ Not without a formal 
kind of sympathy. 
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 ‘It’s just a setback,’ says Clay, wiping his brow with a handkerchief. ‘The local 
police are doing everything they can.’ 
 ‘I meant today’s events.’ 
 ‘Oh, well, yes. Of course. I really don’t know where to begin. I – ’ 
 ‘John,’ Robinson interrupts, rather rudely, thinks Clay. ‘It should come comes as 
no galloping surprise to you that we’ve indulged this pet project of yours largely due to 
pressure exerted by certain “cultural visionaries” in Mister Whitlam’s cabinet.’ 
 Clay looks blankly at Robinson, but then begins to sense what is coming. A 
feeling like vertigo in his stomach, faceless panic. 
 ‘Given these persons are…’ A smile of sick companionship rises on Robinson’s 
face. ‘Shall we say no longer in a position to exert any influence on me or this 
department, and taking into consideration your recent… balls-up, we’re cancelling your 
project.’ 
 ‘Henry, this is absurd,’ says Clay, without much conviction. 
 ‘And.’ Robinson appears as someone who is both trying to get to the end of 
unpleasant business as quickly as possible, as well as attempting but failing miserably to 
hide the fact that they are enjoying doing so. ‘As of now, we’re standing down all 
contracted, non-permanent staff pending advice from the caretaker Government.’ 
 ‘Just like that?’ The frail voice of a person without bargaining power. 
 ‘That’s the Commission’s decision.’ 
 ‘It’s over three years’ research and fieldwork. I’ve only just begun – ’ 
 ‘Since that bloody story got into the paper, you’ve been nothing but a liability, 
John. I can tell you that now without fear of reprisals from your left-wing benefactors.’ 
 Clay is miserably silent, his throat thick with constriction, his tongue slug-like. 
Should he have words, he would struggle to get them out. 
 ‘Things change, John. As a political animal, you should know that better than 
anyone. Today has been a great day of change. I think it will go down in history as one of 
the great days.’ 
 ‘Jesus Christ.’ 
 ‘Now, I’ve got a lot on my plate – I’m sure you can imagine. We’ll just leave it 
there, shall we?’ 
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 Clay rises to go, feeling powerless to do much of anything else. But I want him to 
make something of a stand, so I am going to have him suddenly recall a passage from a 
text he studied once in university. Was it Shakespeare? King Lear? Perhaps he can’t quite 
remember. That’s okay though. The cadence is certainly Shakespearian: betrayal and 
power and loss, the faint smell of blood, injudiciously spilled. 
 ‘Treason doth never prosper,’ he says, with an effort he – and I – are not un-proud 
of. 
 ‘Beg pardon, John?’ says Robinson, only half interested. 
 ‘I said, treason doth never prosper. Do you know why?’ 
 Robinson puts his pen down carefully and looks above the rims of his reading 
glasses at Clay. ‘I’m sure that I don’t, John, no. But I have a strong inkling you’re about 
to tell me. Why, John? Why doth treason never prosper?’ 
 ‘Because if it prospers,’ he says. ‘None dare call it treason.’ 
 Clay notices the beginning of a droll expression overcoming his ex-boss’s face, 
but does not stay to watch it fully realise. Feeling slightly better, resigned, but not entirely 
defeated, he turns his back and walks out. 
In Robinson’s outer office, the secretary, Missus Oldham, is clutching a telephone 
receiver to her breast, a look of genuine concern on her institutionally pleasant face. 
 ‘Mister Clay,’ she says. ‘There’s a telephone call for you. It’s Missus Clay. She 
says it’s urgent.’ 
 Clay stops in his tracks. ‘You can take it over there,’ says the secretary, indicating 
a leather armchair and a small phone table next to it. 
 ‘Thank you.’ 
 Clay sits nervously down. The panic and the vertigo, alleviated briefly by the 
Bard, are back again with a vengeance. The phone is making him nervous for some 
reason he cannot fully compute. It’s as if he doesn’t trust his voice to not betray the way 
his body is feeling. He puts the receiver more than tentatively to his ear. 
 ‘Yes?’ 
 
Traffic jams are rare in Canberra. People have seen them on television, in cities such as 
New York and Los Angeles, but few can imagine the clear reality of the situation in their 
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sleepy capital city, a metropolis which is really just a large town. Today, however, is a 
staggering exception. It seems as if every Labor voter in the area has converged on the 
central business district, while the Libs have stayed at home, too aware of the danger in 
the air – like electricity – to gloat. 
 Clay winds the window of the Holden down for some fresh air but gets only 
exhaust fumes and quickly winds it back up again. He also smells the odour of terrible 
possibility out there, a tipping point real as the predominantly sixties architecture, about 
to go meaningfully one way or the other. Anything could happen today, he thinks, and it 
probably will. 
 He steals a glimpse outside Adelia’s passenger window. A large group of first 
Australians mill around a church, smoking and drinking and arguing loudly with each 
other, the violence, this different violence, this violence he does not understand, thick in 
the air like molasses.  
 ‘Come on, come on,’ he says to the traffic, to his wife sitting next to him, tears 
rolling down her cheeks, to no one in particular. ‘Come on.’ 
 They haven’t moved for what seems half an hour: the heat from the idling V8 
rising in waves from the bonnet and Clay’s useless frustration combining to make 
Adelia’s tears flow even more stormily.  
 With an effort, Clay attempts to calm himself by taking several deep breaths, then 
raises his arm and puts it around Adelia. 
 ‘He’ll be okay, Del. My old man’s a tough old bugger.’ 
 This was all it took. Immediately, she perks up. ‘You don’t seem all that upset. 
What’s the matter with you?’ she asks. 
 ‘You don’t want to know.’ 
 ‘What happened today with Robinson?’ 
 He looks into his wife’s eyes importantly. ‘What happened?’ she says again, 
insistently. 
 ‘The prick sacked me,’ he says, staring vacantly at the mass of cars ahead. 
 ‘You’re joking.’ 
 ‘Afraid not.’ 
 ‘You’re kidding me.’ 
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 ‘I’m not. I don’t know what we’re going to do.’ 
 Adelia looks at him, perplexed. Suddenly, she brushes his hand from her shoulder. 
‘Your father has just had a heart attack. Jesus, John.’ 
 ‘I know, Del, but…’ 
 ‘But what?’ 
 Clay is excused from answering by the traffic finally beginning to move. Around 
a corner, they pass the source of this particular snarl. It is not another spontaneous 
demonstration but a horrible car accident, ambulances and police in solemn attendance, 
no hurry to their actions, one of the ambos leisurely smoking a cigarette and chatting to a 
cop.  
 As Clay and Adelia idle past, their motion reveals a Ford literally wrapped around 
a lamppost. On the rear windshield is an ‘It’s Time’ sticker from the ’72 campaign, faded 
by intervening summers. The front windshield is shattered and brilliant rivulets of blood 
snake their way through the small, diamond-like stones of the glass. Another ambo loads 
a stretcher with a body covered in a white sheet into the back of his van. For some 
perverse reason, Clay thinks of a loaf of bread going slowly into an oven. 
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Picture my grandparents traversing the disinfected corridors of The Royal Canberra 
Hospital, whiter than white like some amalgam of heaven and hell. They hold hands more 
for comfort than from any true sense of affection. On occasions, in their rush to see Jack, 
they are at sixes and sevens and pull each other in contrasting directions, the pressure 
with which they exert their various holds increasing or decreasing according to their unity 
of purpose. Clay thinks that if he never visits another hospital again, it will be too soon. 
Finally, they find the room. 
 They know exactly what to expect, of course, but still the shock of their fears 
becoming reality throws them, as these things always do. Adelia drops Clay’s hand and 
reaches both her own to her mouth. Clay feels a sinking sensation in his chest area. 
 Obscure medical equipment monitors a barely conscious Jack’s vital signs. There 
are beeps and fluid breathing noises that Clay does not recognise as any part of natural 
human life. He sits himself down in a plastic chair and breathes with some difficulty 
himself as his wife takes her father-in-law’s veiny, liver-spotted hand. 
 Jack perks up at Adelia’s touch and manages an anaemic smile, then seems to slip 
back into himself with a turn of his head away from her. He then notices Clay and 
attempts to rise. 
 ‘Don’t, Jack,’ warns Adelia, placing a hand on his forehead, hoping to gently 
force him back down. 
 ‘I know,’ mumbles Jack, clearly towards Clay. ‘I know. I know what happened.’ 
 Clay stands, puzzled and horrified. 
 Adelia looks at her husband, a hint of accusation in her eyes. ‘What’s he talking 
about, John?’ 
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 Too long an interval, a space of time during which Clay and Jack’s eyes are 
locked onto each other’s. Finally, Clay turns to Adelia. ‘I don’t know, Del.’ 
 ‘Jack, what do you mean?’ 
 The old man turns his head away again in frustration, a tear welling in the corner 
of his downcast eye, the angle of his head and the work of gravity forcing it towards his 
ear and staining his pillow. ‘I know. I fucking know,’ he forces out, with obvious pain. ‘I 
fucking know what happened.’ 
 This is all my great grandfather can manage. The last words he will ever speak, 
fated to obscurity like so much of our meaningless lives. His body relaxes with sudden 
force, like an animal being euthanized, and he sinks lower into his bed. Clay is still 
standing, Adelia switching her gaze confusedly between he and his father. But the beeps 
and the fluid, bubbly breathing sounds – indicating he is still, technically, alive – 
continue to ring out in the alien landscape of Jack’s stunning silence. 
 ‘I better go and pick the kids up from school, Del,’ says Clay. 
 Adelia nods and watches as her husband turns his back and slowly exits the room. 
She is still holding Jack’s hand, more like her life depends on it than his. When Clay is 
gone, she looks at her father-in-law, who seems now to be sleeping under the blanket, no 
doubt, of some serious painkillers. She lowers her gaze to the floor and begins to weep. 
Discreetly. Instead of running down her cheeks, the angle of her head causes her tears to 
form tiny puddles on the linoleum floor. 
 
 
Clay lies wide-awake beside his wife; the night that surrounds him with its stillness and 
its deep serenity holds no calm. Adelia has taken a sleeping pill and rests in the dreamless 
void of narcotic slumber. For hours now, he has been sitting up in bed, staring at the 
ceiling, his back cushioned against the backboard by a pillow he cannot seem to get right.  
 He looks at the sleeping form of his wife, envious of her rest. He is almost 
overcome by a childish whim to tickle her, what I would see as a Tony Soprano-like 
maliciousness that would destroy her chemically induced sleep, but he simply touches her 
shoulder in mute affection and rises. 
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 In his study, his eyes take time to adjust to even the low lamplight after the 
profound darkness of his sleeping room. He fumbles around a stack of books, a full 
ashtray and scraps of paper. When he finds Waters’ sketch, he looks at it unsurely, then 
puts it down and reaches for a book he has borrowed from The National Library on 
Aboriginal art and culture, written, of course, by a white man, an E. Tippet Howell, in 
1967. Coincidentally, Clay realises, the same year Aborigines were finally allowed to 
vote. 
 Flicking through the book abstractedly, the images reflected in his glasses, Clay 
comes across a sepia-toned photograph depicting an explorer dressed in what he supposes 
is roughly turn-of-the-century garb. He holds a rifle in one hand, leaning on its butt for 
support, although his posture is that of the man’s man, the Hemingway-esque explorer 
proud of his discovery. With the other hand he points to a painting on a large rock face 
identical to the drawing that Waters had recently showed him. The caption below the 
picture describes the painting as depicting the Aboriginal sickness country spirit 
Buladjang. According to the book, the photographer, location and date of the image are 
all unknown. 
 
 
Sitting now dejectedly on his couch. Days may have passed, possibly a week. It is early 
evening, yet he still wears a dressing gown and a grey-blue stubble on his face that 
reveals he has not shaved for days. On the news, a reporter is interviewing the caretaker 
Prime Minister, Malcolm Fraser. 
 ‘Did you have any advice beforehand,’ he asks in a clipped, BBC wannabe 
accent, although the jagged Australian vowels still poke their way obstinately through.  
 ‘No. None at all,’ answers Fraser in his holier-than-though, forthright tone. This is 
an inflection in the man’s voice that is often associated, arguably rightly so, with 
arrogance, the tenor of a well-trained witness, only ever answering as much as is asked 
and never a scrap more. 
 ‘Mister Whitlam,’ says the reporter. Then, realising his mistake, he forces a 
hopeful laugh. ‘I’m sorry, Mister Fraser – ’ 
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 ‘You’ll get used to the change.’ A malignant little smile only just managing to un-
thin his lips. 
 ‘Can you tell me if you or any of your fellow leaders have any problems of 
conscience over the events you have caused over the past four weeks?’ 
 ‘None at all.’ Raising his head with his short answer as if daring the reporter to 
contradict him. 
 ‘How do you think history will judge this action of yours in precipitating the 
election?’ 
 ‘It will be vindicated by the judgement of history because Australia will get a 
responsible government again.’ 
 Adelia enters the living room and looks forlornly at her husband, then turns her 
attention to the television. Normally, she knows, just the sight of Fraser at a time like this 
would fill John with indignation, but the spectacle seems to be washing over him. He is 
apparently absorbing the events of the past few days through an osmosis that strikes her 
as decidedly unhealthy, though now is clearly not the time to bring it up. 
 ‘I’m going to pick up your dad now,’ she says. 
 ‘Right, I’ll just get dressed,’ Clay answers, rising with a groan. ‘I’m not sure I’m 
up to driving though.’ 
 ‘I’m not sure you should come,’ she says carefully. 
 ‘What? Why not?’ He has stopped in mid stride and now stands staring at his 
wife. Adelia fingers her car keys distantly. 
 ‘They said he should avoid stress, John.’ 
 Clay laughs, a nasty little chuckle through the nose. 
 ‘I don’t mean it like that, John. I just mean… I don’t know…’ 
 In the silence that follows, Clay’s eyes wander to a suitcase standing by the 
doorway. Somehow, he knows from its appearance that it is packed. ‘What’s that?’ 
 ‘I just thought…’ she says, as if in apology. ‘I thought you could use a couple of 
days of peace and quiet. Just while I get your dad settled in back at home.’ 
 ‘What about the kids?’ 
 ‘Beatrix said they could stay on with her.’ 
 ‘Is she seeing anyone?’ Clay asks, innocently enough, he thinks. 
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 ‘Oh for fuck’s sake,’ Adelia screams. ‘For fuck’s sake, John.’ 
 ‘What?’ 
 I wasn’t there, of course, but I know in my bones and my history that the fight 
that follows is epic, torrential, the siege of Troy in tragic domestic microcosm. By far the 
worst they have ever had, brewing now for quite some time. Objects, it’s true, are thrown. 
Hurtful, vicious things said. While horrible, it is also necessary, they both know on some 
primitive level. Cleansing. If that is not too kind a word to use to describe this orgy of 
mutual wounding. Despite its terror, it also acts as a foundation for any kind of moving 
forward, in the unlikely event that they should ever recover enough to want to see each 
other again. 
 
 
Hours later, Clay wanders meaninglessly around his study. He may have been in here for 
hours, possibly only a minute or two. The piles of materials on Aboriginal art and culture 
and history he has spent so long researching he now regards as potential mountains of 
waste, and he comforts himself with an old Agatha Christie novel for a short time. The 
messy stacks of books and prints and essays remind him of the desecrated buildings of a 
large city after an imagined nuclear holocaust has rained its nightmare fire through them. 
 Although he barely bothers to listen to it any more, he switches the radio on to the 
midday news on the ABC as if by habit. 
 ‘In other news,’ it says, ‘protesters in their thousands took to the streets of 
Melbourne, Sydney and Canberra today, in response to the dismissal of the Whitlam 
Government.’ 
 Clay walks to his study window. He parts the curtain and a blinding bolt of 
sunlight washes out his vision. When his eyes adjust, he smiles ironically at the quiet, 
suburban street, everything as per normal, no protesters in their thousands here. 
 He returns to his desk chair and closes a heavy book with a dusty bang, revealing 
Waters’ drawing lying face up on the desk. 
 He may not stare at it for all that long – time is definitely playing funny buggers 
with him here, as Adelia might say – but it feels like he has been. He rummages around 
and finds his wallet, extracting Waters’ business card. He screws it up and throws it into 
	 162 
an overflowing wastepaper basket, where it hits other material and bounces straight back 
at his feet. Picking it up and unscrewing it, as if on a whim, he reads and then dials the 
number. 
 The phone rings at least twenty times, its tone electro-hypnotic. He stares at the 
painting on his wall of the aboriginal youth as he listens. Finally, an answer. 
 ‘Yes?’ An unmistakable American accent. Guarded. Definitely Waters. 
 As if in surprise, Clay removes the receiver from the side of his face with a jolt 
and hurriedly places it a centimetre away from in its cradle. Just as abruptly, though, he 
stops, and slowly returns it to his ear. 
 
 
Adelia enters the house through the kitchen door and shuts it behind her with a 
backwards kick of her heel. In her arms are bags that she considers a kind of domestic 
peace offering, the first of many, she imagines, that will flow both ways like the limp, 
broken hands of a clock with no spring. The bags contain groceries she knows her 
husband will have been doing without these last few days. 
 ‘John?’ she yells, loud and speculative. ‘John, I’m home.’ It is late at night, and 
she feels very much like a burglar. 
 She places the shopping on the kitchen bench and walks tentatively into the living 
room. The new national anthem, Advance Australia Fair, blares out from the television as 
the station closes down for the evening, but the room is strangely empty: no lights on, the 
furniture and walls coated in the sickly grey glow from the screen. Automatically, she 
switches the set off as the tinny music reaches its crescendo and is plunged into complete, 
unanticipated darkness. A moment of panic creeps up on her as she feels her way across 
the familiar fixtures and walls to the nearest light switch. 
 ‘John?’ she says, even more tentatively than before. But instinct tells her that she 
is quite alone. 
 In the murky hallway, she can see light escaping from the crack beneath the door 
of her husband’s study and for a second thinks that her instinct must have been wrong. 
John is here. He’s just working. She will open the door and they will smile at each other, 
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shyly at first, but then will begin the work and the pain of the long road back, worth the 
effort, they both know, worth the grief. 
 She knocks gently on the door with one extended knuckle, but there is still no 
answer. For a brief moment, her heart leaps at the possibility of what she could find 
beyond the door. Her mind’s eye envisages her husband, his pants around his ankles, 
pumping away at some bimbo in silk stockings, splayed on the desk, legs spread wide as 
a canyon. Or a days old gunshot wound to his temple, face down in a pool of congealed, 
flyblown blood. 
 ‘John?’ The proper name asked so quietly she barely hears it herself. More a plea 
than anything else. 
 She opens the door. The desk lamp is on, books and papers are strewn about the 
floor, and there is an aura of recent exit, but the room is empty. 
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Book Four 
 
Sickness country 
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 23. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Maybe he thought about the fact that he’d been on the verge of grasping it for so long, 
know what I mean, Addy? That kind of disappointment at yourself that comes along with 
the shock of these things. Is it a type of embarrassment too? I’m not sure. I imagine him 
thinking, now that I know, my custodianship of the knowledge feels something of a 
letdown.  
 
 
I want the plane on which Clay is a passenger to check and sway, to rise and fall on the 
tumultuous corridors of air above the desert. I want my grandfather to be finding it 
difficult to read the newspaper, so he does so only in headlines: LEGAL OPINION 
SPLIT ON DISSOLUTION, FRASER GAINING IN POLLS AS ANGER SUBSIDES, 
WHITLAM – MAINTAIN THE RAGE. I know that by this time, the knot in my 
grandfather’s stomach is more jagged and razor-edged than any kind of sickness we have 
to power to adequately describe.  
 Over the crackly overhead speakers, the pilot announces the descent into Alice 
Springs, asks the passengers to fasten their seatbelts and extinguish their cigarettes. Clay 
does as he is told. As always in these moments – landing and take-off being the two most 
dangerous parts of air travel – he fantasises darkly of his own death: Adelia’s reaction, 
the girls crying. Later: insurance forms, a funeral, an empty coffin because, at this 
altitude, it is unlikely there would be anything left to bury. 
 But the wheels touch down with the familiar thud and the shriek of rubber on 
concrete. The small plane taxis to a halt and there is a collective sigh amongst the 
commuters, a communal breathing out that seems to always contain the words: if god had 
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meant us to fly, he would have given us wings. Then, but we have cheated death, at least 
for now. 
 The heat hits him like a punch to the sternum the moment he steps foot on the 
tarmac. A short walk to the terminal, and his shirt is soaked in sweat. He gathers his 
baggage and hails a cab, hoping he will be lucky and that it will be a recent model with 
decent air-conditioning. It won’t be – for this part of the story – and it’s difficult to know 
which is worse, the stifling metal box or the hot gusts that blow in when he winds the 
window down. 
 Clay’s destination is a collection of identical houses, all recently constructed on 
large blocks on the outskirts of the city. What we’re talking about here, in this supposedly 
egalitarian nation, is essentially a private, gated community, populated almost exclusively 
by employees of the Pine Gap facility. 
 When Clay knocks on the door of the house number he has been given, Waters 
answers the door wearing a plastic pilgrim’s hat. At first, Clay is taken aback, not sure 
whether to laugh or not. The perplexed expression on the American’s face suggests he 
has forgotten he is wearing what could charitably be described as bizarre headgear. 
 ‘Hiya, Johnny.’ A festive smile. ‘Come on in.’ 
 Clay enters, unable to tear his eyes away from Waters’ preposterous hat. 
 ‘Oh, this,’ the penny finally dropping. ‘Thanksgiving.’ 
 ‘Right.’ 
 Waters shuts the door and leads Clay into a heavily air-conditioned living room. 
The space is teaming with men wearing identical hats to Waters’ and women wearing 
bonnets, seemingly without any more knowledge than Waters of how insane they appear. 
Extracting individual voices from the din like a bird with seeds, Clay realises by the 
accents that everyone here is American. 
 I see a long banquet table stretching the length of the room and sagging under the 
weight of the traditional food arrayed there in buffet style: three incredibly large turkeys, 
huge bowls of vegetables and salads, dozens of apple and pumpkin pies, candied yams. 
Twice as much food as this number of people could ever consume in one night. 
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 Out of the blue, the thought of all this food and all these people in such a closed 
space makes Clay feel light-headed. For support, he grips Waters’ elbow, much to the 
other man’s surprise. 
 ‘John, are you okay?’ 
 ‘What is this?’ he whispers. 
 ‘Thanksgiving,’ says Waters simply. ‘I told you already. It’s a bit early, but we’re 
having a double celebration this year. Our traditional one and – sorry to say, John – the 
dismissal of your Mister Whitlam. We don’t like communists very much where I come 
from.’ 
 ‘Who are all these people?’ asks Clay, too tired or too hot or feeling too 
outnumbered and under the weather to engage Waters in an argument about Whitlam. 
 ‘Friends of mine. From the base,’ Waters answers in a tone suggesting that this 
was something Clay should have known all along. 
 ‘The base?’ 
 ‘Come on John,’ says Waters, laughing. ‘Sit down and have something to eat. 
You’ll feel better. I’ll introduce you around.’ 
Clay picks dispiritedly at his food, the sheer amount piled onto his plate by well 
meaning Americans oppressive as an assault rifle. Waters and Bob and Nate sit opposite, 
watching him eat like it is the most interesting thing they have ever seen. The rest of the 
party barely notice him, busy as they are making merry. 
 Bob, as if deciding that the spectacle of the Aussie feeding himself holds no more 
fascination for him, leans slowly towards Clay. 
 ‘C. J. tells me you’re from Casino.’ 
 ‘Casino?’ asks Clay, not sure if he has heard him correctly. Nate laughs. 
 ‘Canberra,’ says Bob, smiling at Nate. 
 ‘That’s where I’m from,’ says Clay. ‘Why do you call it Casino?’ 
 Nate punches Bob in the leg, hard. He yells in pain and turns to his friend. 
‘What?’ 
 ‘Bob’s just fucking with you,’ says Nate. ‘We have lots of dumb code names for 
stuff.’ 
 ‘What do you guys do?’ Clay asks, attempting to conceal the caution in his voice. 
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 ‘We’re technicians,’ says Nate, with a practised nonchalance that suggests no 
further conversation on the subject will be entered into. ‘Everyone here is a technician.’ 
 ‘At Pine Gap?’ Clay ventures. 
 Nate and Bob look at each other and smile. ‘We like to call it Merino,’ says Bob, 
a shit-eating grin plastered onto his face as if he travelled the birth canal with it. Clay 
feels weakened by its mock beneficent rays, and twitches in his chair beneath its creepy 
glow. 
 ‘Come on,’ says Waters, drunk now, knocking his knuckles on the tabletop. ‘It’s 
Thanksgiving for Christ’s sake. John, let’s you and me go get us a glass of punch.’  
 Clay does as instructed, and follows Waters to a large glass bowl full of fruit 
floating in a bright orange fluid. The liquid refreshments have been placed on a table in 
an alcove he hasn’t noticed before. They sip at their drinks and watch in silence as an old 
man – obviously hired for the occasion – entertains a group of raucous young children 
with a music box and a dancing monkey dressed in miniature human clothes. The animal 
is obviously frightened and malnourished, and Clay watches on in horrified fascination as 
its owner makes it perform, its brightly coloured, intricately fabricated garments uncanny 
on its humanoid but fur covered little body: imagine the sight of a newborn baby wearing 
lipstick and mascara, or old, black and white photographs, inexpertly colorized in garish 
hues. 
 ‘A double celebration hey?’ says Clay. 
 ‘I told you this country would be better off without that guy, John.’ Imperious. 
 Clay laughs. At Waters’ haughty manner or the ridiculousness of the situation he 
isn’t sure. ‘How are we better off? There’s protests everywhere. I lost my job. There’s…’ 
 Clay is about to go into a rant on the social and political ramifications of the 
dismissal. Exactly as Waters had predicted, he had felt better after eating, and he thinks 
he finally has the strength to tackle Waters on the subject. But something stops him. 
Fatigue, possibly, or just an ingrained Adelaide politeness that suggests one should not go 
to someone else’s house, eat their food and tell them how things should be. 
 ‘There’s what?’ asks Waters. 
 ‘Nothing.’ 
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 ‘You’re looking at this ass-backwards. A whole new world of opportunity is 
opening up for you, John. For one thing, you don’t have to worry about politicking 
anymore.’ 
 Clay looks unconvinced. He remembers, as a child, being told carefully the 
reasons he could not have a puppy, and never being satisfied they were sincere, 
suspecting they were actually reasons his parents didn’t want one. A noise between a 
grunt and a murmur is all he can manage. 
 ‘How’s your father?’ asks Waters. 
 A light of disbelief sparkles momentarily in Clay’s eyes, then goes out. 
 ‘I have my ear to the ground, John.’ 
 ‘You certainly do, don’t you?’ 
 ‘I really am sorry about everything that’s happened, but I can help. Isn’t that what 
friends are supposed to do for each other?’ 
 ‘We’re not friends,’ Clay says, stating a fact, not thinking for a moment a person 
like Waters would be hurt by such a declaration. But Waters’ eyes lower, a furrow 
appears on his brow. Clay thinks this might well be affectation. 
 ‘It hurts me to hear you say that, John. It really does.’ 
 ‘I’m sure you’ll survive. That’s what Americans are good at, isn’t it? Surviving?’ 
 Waters smiles, revoking his recent hurt looks. ‘We are indeed,’ he says. ‘And 
you’re right, I will survive. Anyway, tell me what you think of my offer.’ 
 ‘I think I’d need to know exactly what it is you want from me.’ 
 ‘It’s pretty simple Johnny: I want you to find sickness country for me.’ 
 
 
‘You knew, didn’t you?’ Would that be the kind of thing he’d say to your grandmother. 
Just right out front and damn the consequences like that? Probably. Maybe especially so 
because of the coup. Those life-changing arguments are like that: whirring, roller-
coastery things where anything seems possible and worse, likely. You have these kinds of 
things to look forward to, Addy. I don’t take a whole lot of pleasure in pointing this out, 
but you do. A feeling rising in the base of your gut, commensurate with the proximity of 
the answer you’re not sure you want to hear. 
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  What would she have said in response? That’s a bit of a rhetorical question, 
Addy. It would have been something very much like ‘I don’t know what you’re talking 
about.’ 
 Then, of course, ‘Yes you do.’ 
 The next bit I can almost guarantee. ‘I don’t remember. ’ 
 That’s when he would have screamed, for the first time in his life perhaps. I 
certainly don’t remember even seeing him do it. ‘Please, Del, don’t say that. I can handle 
anything you tell me.’ He would have said this even though he wasn’t sure it was the 
truth. ‘But I can’t handle any more of that bullshit.’ 
 
 
‘Do you work for the CIA?’ God, I so want these words to have left his mouth. 
 ‘What makes you ask that?’ 
 ‘I don’t know, C. J. Because you rang me in the middle of the night the day before 
the dismissal and told me it was going to happen. Little things like that.’ 
 ‘Is that what I said, John?’ 
 Clay realises the fruitlessness of pursuing this line of questioning. With a nod of 
his head he indicates Nate and Bob, sitting at the table Waters and Clay have recently 
left. They appear to be playing a drinking game involving an unfathomable, conceivably 
American, version of rock, paper, scissors and the ignition of whiskey, poured still 
flaming from glass to glass and back again. Clay wonders if the combination of 
drunkenness, their bravado and this deadly-looking game will not have them all running 
for their lives shortly from a house in flames. Waters, though, seems unperturbed, and 
raises his glass to them in salutation. When they notice his toast, they return the gesture, 
glasses burning brightly. 
 ‘Nate and Bob?’ says Waters, taking a drink. ‘They’re good guys. They’re my 
eyes and ears.’ 
 Clay snorts. ‘Which one’s which?’ 
 ‘Never mind that.’ 
 The two men continue to watch the dancing monkey in silence. The old man has 
finished his routine now, and wishes – it is evident from his expression, hungry as the 
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monkey’s – to be paid now and to be on his way. But several of the children, whipped 
into a frenzy by the performance, are clinging to the entertainer’s legs, not wanting him 
to leave, and making dangerously friendly overtures to the petrified animal, gambolling 
around it. The monkey cringes at their too enthusiastic petting hands. Other, older 
children ask him several questions simultaneously which he struggles to answer in his 
broken English, while attempting at the same time to pack up his act and be on his way. 
 ‘So, do you?’ asks Clay, refilling his drink from the punch bowl. 
 ‘Do I what?’ 
 ‘Do you work for the CIA?’ 
 Expressionless, Waters turns his back on Clay and walks with the utmost dignity 
towards the table holding the food. A few steps from his destination, he turns and looks 
meaningfully over his shoulder. For the briefest of times it looks as if he is finally going 
to say something of substance. Then his face drains of its expression like an old 
swimming pool. He turns without uttering a word and walks away. 
     
 
The streets of Alice Springs are broiling, heat rising in waves from the burning footpaths, 
a ceaseless sun beating down on rooftops and cars and walls like a hammer on an anvil. A 
recent dust storm blown in from the desert has settled its contents on windows and 
people’s clothes. Citizens move around in quick, staccato jerks, avoiding the sun as if its 
rays were poison, scampering from one shady spot to another like mice in a house full of 
hungry cats. 
 The air conditioning in Waters’ new Mustang is not working properly, only 
serving to blow in more hot air from outside. In the passenger seat, Clay sweats 
profusely, wiping his brow constantly with a handkerchief now useless with moisture. 
Even Waters, often so cool, both literally and figuratively, has small rivulets of fluid 
dripping down his neck and patches under his arms. 
 As they drive west towards the centre of the city, they pass right by Alice Arts, 
and Clay thinks with some fondness of Morris Tolliver and his roustabout ways. A 
handwritten sign hanging crookedly on the front door reads: CLOSED DUE TO 
ILLNESS. 
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24. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I think of it as the saccharine boardroom of a nameless, faceless multinational 
corporation. I see Waters stand at the head of a ridiculously long table, its exaggerated 
span more tyrannical than impressive to my eyes. Clay sits fretfully at the opposite end, 
the windowless, stark white room close and nerve-wracking. My poor grandfather wishes 
fervently for a shovel and some earth in order that he might dig a hole and disappear 
forever. A cigarette. He could smoke it and then have someone shoot him. 
 I’m not sure when uranium mining kicked off with real purpose in this country. I 
know that protests against it began happening in earnest in the seventies because my 
mum, several years older than my dad, talks about time spent on the picket lines rallying 
against this particular cause. Perhaps because of these matriarchal stories of pushes and 
shoves with unsympathetic cops and slogans sung by large, dishevelled groups of 
protesters, I’ve always pictured this time as the endeavour’s zenith.  
 Arrayed along the sides of the boardroom table are identical men in identical 
suits, all American, as far as Clay can tell, all awaiting Waters’ words with sceptical, 
barely suppressed contempt. In stark contrast to the other men’s dress, Waters wears 
tough, practical boots, army surplus trousers and a beige photographer’s vest, busy with 
pockets and hooks, zips and hidden compartments, compensating for its lack of colour 
with exaggerated practicality. Peculiarly American, thinks Clay. 
 One of the Yanks begins a conversation with Waters that appears to Clay to be a 
continuation of a previous one. 
 ‘This idea of yours,’ he says. ‘It’s speculation, of course, pure rumour.’ 
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 ‘Isn’t that what we do? Speculate?’ answers Waters, looking around the table for 
support, not finding any and continuing undaunted. ‘Anyway, I’m not sure I’d dismiss 
40,000 years of – ’ 
 ‘Superstition?’ one of the other suits interjects. 
 ‘Local knowledge,’ counters Waters. ‘Culture. Local history. Call it what you 
will. Either way, I’m not sure that dismissing it as rumour is actually in our best interests 
here.’ 
 The rest of the table looks unconvinced. 
 ‘I’m not saying cancel the aerial surveys,’ Waters says in a mollifying tone. ‘But 
all it will take is one credible contact on the ground and we can pinpoint.’ 
 ‘And how many credible contacts have you made so far?’ says another suit. 
‘These people are notoriously hard to speak to. We’ve had people here trying to ascertain 
certain things for years now. When you can get anything out of them, it turns out to be 
mumbo-jumbo.’ 
 Waters smiles and looks down the table. ‘This is where my good friend Mister 
Clay comes in.’ Most of the men seated at the table turn and regard the interloper with 
clear disdain. ‘Mister Clay,’ continues Waters, ‘who until recently was employed by the 
Federal Government in the capacity of… let’s just say as an Aboriginal liaison officer, 
has most generously agreed to help us.’ 
 ‘This is absurd,’ says one of the suits. It may have been the one who spoke earlier, 
Clay is not sure. He is having trouble distinguishing them. ‘These people have lobbied 
successfully for a mining moratorium, which there’s no guarantee the new government 
will overturn – ’ 
 ‘Waters,’ interrupts yet another of the suits. This one is seemingly the alpha male, 
judging by his forceful tones and the instant, head-jerking respect they engender. ‘Do you 
honestly expect us to believe that you’re going to find one of these niggers that will talk 
to you? Do you or anyone you know even speak Aboriginal?’ 
 ‘Mister Clay tells me there’s no such language as Aboriginal, sir,’ says Waters, 
respectfully. ‘Apparently, the indigenous inhabitants of this country once spoke over two 
hundred different languages, though most of these are now dying out. Nevertheless, 
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there’s still a wide variety left. Anyway, this part of the operation is not up to me. As I 
said, this is where Mister Clay’s expertise comes in.’ 
 All eyes turn disparagingly to Clay. ‘Can we hear what your “native expert” has 
to say for himself?’ 
 Clay rises doubtfully. Everyone at the table waits with sceptical interest for his 
words. After taking a nervous sip of water, it becomes clear to everyone else in the room 
that Clay’s hands are shaking badly. Then he is seized by a sudden, powerful coughing 
fit, his torso convulsing, as if being pummelled by an invisible assailant. 
The suits regard each other for clues as to what action to take, much as onlookers 
on a street corner will sometimes do when a person has collapsed before them. The 
concern is for how to behave properly, not for the troubled person thrust suddenly into 
their midst. Finally, Waters walks the length of the table and begins patting Clay on the 
back, gently at first, then more and more violently as it becomes clear his ministrations 
are having little effect. 
 The alpha male looks indignantly at his watch. ‘We’ll pick this up another time,’ 
he says. ‘I have a lunch.’ 
 ‘That might be best,’ says Waters. 
 Alpha closes a leather-bound business folder with a loud clap. Not unlike a 
ringing school bell, it is the signal for everyone else to do the same and exit the room, 
which happens with military efficiency. Suddenly alone with Waters, Clay’s coughing 
begins to wind itself down, subsiding like a train running out of steam. 
 After a long moment, they both laugh. Waters hits Clay on the back again, 
superfluously, a gesture both affable and hostile. He then plants himself into a nearby 
chair with a resigned smile and removes his pillbox from his jacket pocket, taking out 
two Nembutal and swallowing them with a backwards jerk of his head. 
 ‘That could have gone....’ 
 ‘Better?’ 
 ‘A lot better.’ 
 
 
	 176 
A ripped flywire door hangs from the crooked jamb of a hastily erected shack. It has 
either been cleaved off in some kind of anger or desperation and inexpertly re-attached, 
or else it is a product of the shoddiest kind of workmanship in the first place. Clay and 
Waters are not sure which part of the door they should knock on, or if in fact they should 
knock at all. The glance they exchange confirms that they are most likely thinking the 
same thing: it might only take one well-meaning rap of their knuckles for the whole place 
to collapse. 
 Clay yells Brian’s name instead and he promptly appears behind the flywire. 
 ‘Hell, man,’ he says, clearly surprised to see them. ‘What are you fellas doing 
here?’ 
 Before they can even answer, Brian swings the twisted door open in a welcoming 
gesture. ‘Come in, come in.’ 
 Inside, there is little in the way of furniture; crates for chairs and a petrol drum for 
a table. A few paintings lean against the small waves of the corrugated iron wall, and 
there are some scattered art materials on another makeshift table. On first seeing Brian’s 
brother George’s set-up, Clay had been shocked that he could even produce paintings in 
such surroundings. Compared to this though, George’s studio was state-of-the-art. 
 There is a long, pregnant pause where Brian is obviously wondering what could 
have brought these men here. 
 ‘What happened to George, Brian?’ asks Clay, with a penetrating stare. 
 Brian stares with a deathly silence at Clay, turns his gaze to Waters, then back to 
Clay. 
 ‘Brian,’ Clay says again. ‘Where’s your brother?’ 
 ‘Gone,’ says Brian, simply, as if that should be the end of the matter. 
 ‘Where’s he gone?’ asks Clay with a downward inflection, suggesting he knows 
what the answer well might be. Brian does not respond. ‘Did he say where?’ Clay 
continues hopefully. ‘Did he take the paintings with him when he went?’ 
 Brian laughs bitterly. ‘He’s gone, mate.’ 
 ‘Has someone hurt him, Brian?’ 
 ‘Can’t say.’ 
 ‘This is serious, Brian. Is it that you can’t say, or that you won’t say?’ 
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 ‘Can’t. Won’t. Dunno. George knew though.’ 
 ‘Knew what?’ 
 ‘He was scared. Just pretended he wasn’t.’ 
 Clay and Waters exchange a meaningful glance. ‘Why was he scared, Brian?’ 
 ‘I’m not scared, but. See?’ Brian indicates his paintings in the corner with a 
hopeful expression. 
 Clay wanders over and flicks through the canvases. They are all representations of 
the Buladjang image; less skilful than George’s renderings, but still colourful and 
engaging. They have multiplied like reflections in a hall of mirrors, Clay thinks. 
 ‘These are good,’ Clay says, turning his attention back to Brian, who smiles at the 
news and looks at Waters excitedly. Waters manages a limp smile, his entire contribution 
to the exchange so far. 
 ‘Who was George scared of?’ 
 ‘Mandu,’ Brian says, much more readily now. 
 ‘Who’s Mandu?’ 
 ‘Old timer.’ 
 ‘The elder we saw at George’s that time? The blind man?’ 
 Brian nods. 
 ‘Has Mandu done something to George? Was it him who vandalised the paintings 
at the gallery?’ 
 Brian looks away. ‘Shit.’ 
 ‘If you’re telling me a crime has been committed – ’ 
 Brian laughs. ‘We don’t have whitefella law up here, mate.’ 
 Rolling his eyes in dismay, Waters decides it’s time for him to step in. ‘Brian,’ he 
says. ‘I need you to do something for me. We can help you sell these paintings. We can 
help you sell any others that you might do, as well. But we need your help.’ 
 ‘Serious?’ says Brian, regarding Waters with newfound interest. ‘What you want 
me to do?’ 
 ‘I want you to tell us about sickness country.’ 
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 Brian takes an unsteady step away from Waters, as if he has just been struck. A 
sudden expression of profound fear overcomes his face like the shadow of a large, 
predatory bird has just flown over it. ‘I can’t talk about that. Not to you fellas.’ 
 ‘Why not?’ asks Waters. 
 ‘It’s not allowed.’ 
 ‘Do you know someone who can?’ asks Clay. 
 ‘I can show you fellas where it is, but I can’t talk about it any more.’ 
 ‘Even better,’ says Waters, joviality suddenly in his voice. ‘Brian, we’re all going 
to be very good friends.’ 
 ‘Hang on, C. J. I want to know about sickness country first. Brian, who can tell 
me about it?’ 
 ‘Mandu,’ says Brian. ‘Elders the only ones allowed to talk about it.’ 
 ‘Fine,’ says Clay. ‘Where is he then?’ 
 Brian shrugs. 
 ‘This is important.’ 
 ‘We don’t have time for this, John.’ 
 ‘Waters,’ says Clay. ‘If I’m going to help you, I need some answers.’ 
 ‘I can tell you what it means,’ Waters says. 
 ‘I don’t want to hear it from you.’ 
Waters acquiesces with a slight nod of his head. ‘Whatever makes you happy, 
John.’ He then takes a packet of Lucky Strike cigarettes from his shirt pocket and offers 
one to Clay, who shakes his head no. 
 Waters notices that Brian is looking hopefully at the packet. He stretches his arm 
out, offering, and Brian promptly helps himself. 
 
 
‘I want to hear you say it,’ your grnaddad would have told her. Then there would have 
been a very long pause. ‘Del, it’s important.’ 
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When the three men enter Mandu’s shack, the white-bearded elder is, incongruously, 
sitting in what appears to be a very expensive leather armchair. All three of the visitors 
get the uncomfortable impression he has been staring with his milky, unseeing eyes at the 
door they have just walked through for a very long time, awaiting their arrival. 
 He says something in a language Clay and Waters do not recognise; short staccato 
words, not ill humoured, they sense. 
 ‘He says, “come in”,’ Brian tells them. Both men shuffle awkwardly from foot to 
foot as, of course, they have already entered. Mandu says something else, longer, more 
complicated. 
 ‘He says you’re the first whitefellas ever been in his home.’ 
 Clay smiles awkwardly and pulls up a rickety chair next to the old man. ‘Mandu,’ 
he says, looking to Brian to interpret for them. ‘What can you tell me about sickness 
country. What’s the significance of this place for your people?’ 
 ‘You know Buladjang,’ says Mandu through Brian. ‘You seen the paintings. The 
paintings we don’t want seen. You know you shouldn’t go there. The paintings are a 
warning. For whitefellas and blackfellas. Shouldn’t go there.’ 
 ‘Why not?’ asks Clay. There is, thinks the whitefella, some intimation of 
understanding in his voice, or at least a desire for such. ‘Why shouldn’t we go there?’ 
 Mandu laughs uproariously. The top of his withered old body sways back and 
forth in rhythmic convulsions. It is a wicked, ill-humoured laugh, forcing Clay to writhe 
in his chair. He looks hopefully at Brian, but sweat is beginning to bead my grandfather’s 
forehead. 
 Suddenly, with the finality of a tap being shut off, Mandu ceases his laughter, his 
body jerking to stillness in mid-convulsion. As if being spoken by a voice belonging to 
someone else entirely, the words pour out of his mouth, in English this time. 
 ‘Bloody whitefella. You come here, you wanna know everything. You wanna take 
everything: paintings, dreaming, land. Some things not for taking. Some things not for 
knowing. Whitefella thinks he can do anything.’ 
 Brian looks fearfully over at Waters, who smiles snakily back at him. 
 ‘You may not believe this,’ says Clay, ‘but I’m trying to help you.’ 
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 Mandu is silent, as if, having spoken in the white man’s words, he is now drained 
of language. 
 ‘Careful,’ says Waters, stepping out of the shadows and kneeling down in front of 
Mandu’s chair. ‘You know, the white man speaks with a forked tongue.’ 
 Mandu regards Waters with concern, if not outright fear, eyes dashing 
downwards. It is the first time he has seemed even minutely unnerved in the three men’s 
presence.  
 ‘Okay,’ Waters says, mock-pleasantly. ‘Let’s cut all this spooky shit, all right?’ 
He places a hand coldly on Mandu’s shoulder. The elder stiffens. They stare into each 
other’s eyes. 
 ‘John,’ says Waters finally. ‘The less you know about some things, the better.’ 
 
 
‘I don’t remember,’ your grandmother would have answered, like she always did. 
 ‘Del. Please. You just don’t want to remember.’ 
 ‘No, I truly don’t.’ 
 ‘Yes, you do.’ 
 ‘Yes, I do.’ 
 
 
‘Get your hand off that man,’ says Clay. 
 Waters laughs and removes his hand from the elder, rising with a world-weary 
groan of the years. ‘This isn’t a man, John. This is a relic. An artefact. You think he’s 
some kind of oracle, but he doesn’t know shit. Go on, ask him what you were going to 
ask him.’ 
 Clay is silent, a defeated air hanging about his stillness like outback flies. 
 ‘Okay then, I’ll ask him. What’s in sickness country old-timer? Come on, 
convince me not to go there.’ 
 Mandu reverts back to his native tongue. Brian interprets. Even in translation, the 
words have a deep hopelessness to them. 
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 ‘Bula,’ he says. ‘Bad Dreaming. Lives under the earth for many years. Has many 
arms. You want to wake him up, make holes in the land. Big lightning. Big sickness. 
Your land, my land. Doesn’t matter. Big trouble for blackfellas and whitefellas. Bad 
Dreaming for everyone maybe.’ 
 There is a long silence. Finally, Waters laughs. ‘You want to know about big 
trouble, old-timer? I could have you arrested for murder.’ 
 ‘I never murdered anyone,’ says Mandu. 
 ‘You think that matters?’ 
 Waters turns and walks out the door, Brian following close behind him. Clay 
pauses, wishing for the ability to find something to say. In the end, though, he simply 
turns and walks out, too. 
 
 
Mandu sits silently. Slowly, like a cat purring after a long period of stress, a rhythmic 
chanting, a cross between singing and murmuring rises up in him. He remembers himself 
as a young tribal boy, surrounded by his people, the white sands of someone else’s 
homeland, another far-off, very distant country. Eighteen days walking time to get here 
from his country. This is the Maralinga desert. Mandu has come here as a representative 
of his people on a tribal matter that cannot be spoken about to outsiders. The meetings are 
over now. Contentedly, he whittles wood for a spear and chants his home song to himself. 
The woman cook, the men bring in the goannas, the birds, the witchetty grubs. The day-
to-day life of this tribe not too unlike that of his own. 
 Then suddenly the sky darkens and the earth rumbles. The young Mandu turns 
and watches the distant horizon while everyone else scurries like ants before a storm, 
packing things, turning their backs and making haste for a quick exit. The huge flash of 
an angry, angry god – a whitefella god – washes Mandu’s world to a brilliant, blinding 
white. He doesn’t raise his hands to his eyes to cover them, as there is no precedent in his 
people’s history for anything like this. It is too late now anyway. He is unsighted for life 
in the blast’s first millisecond of fusion. 
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 The flash subsides, the growl of the bad earth god continues and a mushroom 
cloud billows evilly into the sky in his memory. Back in his shack, the old man’s 
sightless eyes stream with tears. 
 I can’t possibly know this, of course. 
 
 
‘Okay. All right. I knew. Of course I did.’ 
 Then your granddad would have been silent. A careful man, he would have been 
searching for the right words, words he has never used before, never even heard spoken, 
words from a language he feels doesn’t even exist yet. Plates lie broken all around them 
like battlefield debris, whether actually or just metaphorically I can’t recall, and I’m not 
really sure it matters anyway. All he can think about is poor Beatrix, who he is really 
quite fond of.  ‘Why?’ he says eventually, because sometimes we only have questions. 
‘Why didn’t you do anything?’ 
 ‘I don’t know. I don’t… I was eighteen years old for fuck’s sake. I was a stupid 
young girl who thought she was in love. All my life up to then, my mother had told me 
that once you got hold of a man you hung onto him at all costs. Of course, she wasn’t 
referring directly to this kind of situation, I know that, of course, but I suppose those 
lessons had been too firmly ingrained or something. I don’t know. Maybe too firmly 
ingrained, yeah.’ 
 ‘God, Del. How old was Bea?’ 
 ‘She was about fourteen when it started. It went on for a couple of years.’ 
 ‘Fuck.’ 
 ‘Fuck? Fuck? Is that all you can say?’ 
 ‘I really don’t know what else to say.’ 
 ‘Great, thanks a lot. How do you think I feel?’ 
 ‘I’m sure I really don’t know.’ 
 ‘Either do I.’ 
 ‘It happened such a long time ago,’ says Clay, not sure why. Perhaps he’s 
attempting to begin the process of comforting his wife, yet still feeling somehow resistant 
to the idea. 
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 ‘I know,’ she says. ‘I know, but that really doesn’t make any difference does it?’ 
 ‘I suppose not.’ 
 ‘How does it make you feel about me?’ she asks. 
 ‘About you?’. 
 ‘About me. About us. About our marriage. Is that such an unreasonable thing to 
ask?’ 
 ‘I suppose not,’ he says, knowing it is a lie as soon as he says it. ‘I suppose not, 
but…’ 
 ‘But what, John?’ 
 ‘But I don’t suppose I’ve had the time to give it much thought.’ 
 ‘Bullshit, John, you’ve known for years.’ 
 ‘You may be right. Still.’ 
 ‘Still?’ 
 ‘Still, I’ve really only managed to think about your sister up until now.’ 
 ‘Jesus Christ.’ 
 ‘What? Is that so unusual? And are there precedents for these kinds of things, 
Adelia? Certain ways we’re supposed to act? Get me a copy of the manual and I promise 
you I’ll follow it to the letter. Until then, though, give me a fucking break.’ 
 Your nan would have stared at him then, open-mouthed, defiant, despite the 
runnels of tears that have been steadily flowing down her cheeks. Slowly, she might have 
conceded his point with her body language, a small surrendering. ‘Well, how do you 
think it will make you feel about me? About us?’ 
 ‘Shit, Del. Different I suppose. I don’t know, but yeah, different.’ 
 ‘Different?’ 
 ‘Different.’ 
 A vast silence, an awful pause, a feeling inside them both like a cinema closing 
down. Marital pleasure a distant memory now, insubstantial as rumour. 
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25. 
 
 
 
 
 
Waters’ Mustang traverses a lonely outback road, a cloud of dust stretches for miles in 
the still air behind like a gigantic parachute. Inside the car, the silence of the two white 
men is absolute, crushing, the taciturnity of men tethered inexorably to their fate: the 
firing squad or the frontal attack on a numerically superior enemy. Brian appears content 
in the back seat, while Waters steers the vehicle along the ungraded road with steely 
determination, knuckles whitened to the task. Clay looks idly out the window, his pallor 
growing more and more contaminated-looking the further they penetrate the desert’s 
interior. 
 Breaking silence, Clay recites in a deadpan voice: ‘It was I that killed the old 
woman money-lender and her sister Lisaveta with a hatchet and robbed them.’ 
 ‘Say what?’ says Waters, turning his head towards my dying grandfather. Clay 
sees a double reflection of himself in Waters’ shades. 
 ‘Nothing. It’s a quote… from Crime and Punishment.’ 
 ‘That’s a Ruskie book, right?’ 
 But Clay’s attention has drifted. ‘Sorry?’ 
 ‘I said that’s a Russian book, isn’t it?’ 
 ‘Ah, yes.’ 
 ‘Any good?’  
 Clay doesn’t respond, just continues to stare blankly out the window at the 
passing landscape. 
 ‘What happens?’ 
 Clay turns and stares at Waters as if he has just uttered a Nazi pledge. ‘What?’ 
 ‘What happens, you know, in the end of the book?’ 
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 Clay turns back to the scenery. ‘The main character is so overcome with guilt for 
his crime that he confesses.’ 
 ‘Really,’ says Waters. ‘What an asshole.’ It is unclear whether he is referring to 
Raskolnikov or Clay.  
 ‘I remember my teacher telling me that when Dostoyevsky wrote the book, his 
city, St. Petersburg, was a sea of poisonous gases that were seeping up from beneath the 
ground, making everyone ill.’ 
 ‘How about that?’ 
 ‘She was a nutcase, that teacher of mine,’ Clay says, as if to himself, the whir of 
tyres on gravel underscoring his words. ‘But she was a very good teacher. Ended up 
taking up with one of her students, buying a house in the Dandenongs where she slowly 
went mad, like Nietzsche. I guess that was what she’d always wanted to happen. We used 
to call her ‘Splat’, because every time you asked her how her novel was going – she was 
supposed to writing this great, Australian novel, you know? – she would get this look in 
her eyes like a rabbit caught in the headlights. Don’t know what made me think of that.’ 
 Brian is now dozing in the back seat like a cat in the lazy sun. Taking his eyes off 
the road, Waters stares at him for a long, treacherous moment in the rear-view mirror. 
 ‘They’re a dying race, you know?’ 
 ‘That’s bullshit.’ 
 ‘Their culture is slowly dying, John.’ 
 Clay turns towards Waters, animated for the first time the entire trip. ‘So, you 
figure it’s okay to exploit them? No harm being a pirate if the ship’s already sinking? 
Something like that?’ 
 ‘You tell me, John.’ 
 The hint of liveliness that had reappeared on Clay’s pasty face now empties away 
like rain down a gutter. He continues to stare at Waters, unable to respond. Waters returns 
his look meaningfully, then moves his eyes back methodically to the flat, straight road. 
 Clay begins to cough, gently and quietly at first, then more violently, retchingly. 
He digs a handkerchief inexpertly out of his pocket and covers his mouth with it. When 
he removes it, it is covered in phlegmy blood. 
 ‘Jesus, Johnny, you okay?’ 
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 ‘Do I look okay?’ 
 
 
For the last hour of the drive, a jagged, red mountain had loomed larger and larger in the 
windshield of the Mustang. At first just a bump to the white men’s eyes, then a small 
mound and a large rock as they drew nearer, it was soon clear – without anybody having 
to say so – that this was to be their final destination.  
 Now the mountain fills their entire view, and they can drive the car no further. 
Waters pulls into a clearing near a trail that winds up the foot of the rise. When Waters 
cuts the engine, the silence is deafening. 
 ‘Hear that?’ asks Brian. 
 ‘Hear what?’ answers Waters angrily. ‘You’re shitting me, right? There’s fucking 
nothing to hear.’ 
 ‘Yeah, right,’ says Brian, opening the door and exiting the car. 
 Waters looks at Clay. ‘You can’t hear anything can you?’ 
 ‘Not a thing.’ 
 Waters and Clay exit the car. Waters rummages skittishly around in the boot, 
filling a large knapsack with extra water, two torches, extra batteries and a .38 calibre 
Smith and Wesson pistol, which he expertly checks is loaded. Clay finds a small shrub 
and begins pissing against it, a thick, orangey stream that smells like roadkill. 
 Wordlessly, the three men decide they are ready, and Brian leads them, trudging 
along the path up the mountain. 
 After 20 or so minutes, Clay is sweating so profusely that Waters is concerned he 
won’t make it much further. The beads on his forehead and cheeks dry to a salty paste 
before being covered over instantly by more fluid. Grudgingly, Waters takes his arm and 
helps him over a difficult patch. Quickly, the sick man lags behind again. 
 ‘That whitefella doesn’t wanna be here,’ Brian says to Waters quietly. 
 ‘Neither do I.’ 
 ‘Yeah, but, that other whitefella, he really doesn’t wanna be here. He’s sick, just 
like this place. He belongs to this place.’ 
 ‘What the fuck are you talking about? Keep going.’ 
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 ‘Nah,’ says Brian casually. 
 ‘What?’ 
 ‘This is as far as I’m allowed to go,’ standing there as if stopped by a wall the 
other men cannot see. Waters removes his canteen and takes a careful swig, waiting for 
the stumbling Clay to catch up. 
 ‘Hear that, John?’ he says. ‘Our guide here is telling us he’s not allowed to go any 
further. I don’t see any fences here, I wonder what’s stopping him?’ 
 ‘Ancient law,’ says Brian. ‘Ancestors. Bad Dreamings.’ 
 ‘Ancestors?’ says Waters. ‘Let me tell you something, Brian. My ancestors give 
me shit as well. To hear my fucking ex-father-in-law speak, you’d think nothing was 
good enough for his fat pig of a daughter, but I don’t let that shit stop me doing what’s 
right, what needs to be done.’ 
 ‘Not that kind of ancestor, mate. Ancient spirit, ancestor of the land.’ 
 ‘Listen here, mate,’ says Waters, grabbing Brian by the collar. ‘I don’t believe in 
your stupid fucking superstitions. I believe in destiny and fate, not superstition. It’s a 
form of mass delusion.’ 
 Surprisingly to Waters, his act of semi-violence has failed to shake the normally 
edgy Brian. Dejected, he lets go of the younger man’s shirt. ‘I think he’s serious, John.’ 
 ‘Let him go, C. J.’ 
 Waters nods in the direction they have come from and Brian slowly begins the 
descent towards the car. Waters takes another sip from his canteen and looks at the figure 
receding into the shrubby distance. 
 ‘I don’t know why you bother trying to educate these savages. Let’s go.’ 
 
 
The landscape now is more heavily treed than anything the two men have seen since they 
left Alice Springs. Has the mountain, holy in some strange way, given life where 
everywhere else around here only seems to be dead to the whitefella’s eyes? It appears to 
Clay that, if there is life here, then it is a cursed, unhealthy life, as poisonous as it is 
fecund. Birds chirp crazily in the trees, wary of climbing predators, and several snakes 
and bizarre looking lizards have crossed the men’s paths. Waters enquires as calmly as he 
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can about the venomousness or otherwise of the reptiles. Clay answers that most snakes 
in Australia, apart from the tree-dwelling pythons, are deadly, but that the lizards are safe. 
 ‘They don’t look safe,’ Waters answers. ‘That last one looked like a bad dream I 
had once.’ 
 Despite everything, Clay laughs. ‘There are only two venomous lizards in the 
entire world, and funnily enough, they both come from the southern states of the USA.’ 
 ‘Really?’ 
 ‘It’s true.’ 
 ‘Well, fuck me.’  
 ‘I’ll be right, thanks.’ 
Emerging from around a corner, Waters and Clay are confronted by a sheer rock 
face. Waters halts and gazes up in awe, his neck craning at an improbable angle. Despite 
his torpor, Clay does the same. Painted on the rock face is a 30 feet high rendering of the 
terrible fused arms and legs of the Buladjang image. 
Waters contemplates the image for a moment longer. Then, an excited child, he 
rushes wordlessly towards it. There is an opening in the rock face about forty yards away, 
and he is heading towards it with the irresponsible abandon of all explorers, from 
Leichhardt to current day backpackers. Clay follows reluctantly, not quite able to tear his 
eyes away from the painting that he now understands is not a painting at all, but a 
warning. 
The cave has a low entrance, forcing the men to duck. Waters, propelled by gusto, 
achieves this with the athleticism of a man half his age, but Clay feels an acute pain in his 
lower back as he bends his body to infiltrate the opening. 
Inside, the ceilings are cathedral high and ringed with rocky stalactites that 
resemble the most elegant of chandeliers. Waters shines his torch above his head and the 
healthy beam fades with the distance. Wordlessly – this place drains language – Waters 
throws Clay another torch and Clay clicks it on gratefully. For a long while, the two 
men’s artificial beams dance in the deep, echoing environment like Hollywood spotlights, 
then become stiller, more focused, as they find ancient dreamtime paintings covering the 
walls. 
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 Waters rests his torch on the ground and takes off his knapsack. Clay helpfully 
shines light into Waters’ area. He kneels down and removes a black box with a VU meter 
on its face, a set of headphones connected to it and a small rod on the end of a curly black 
cord like telephone line. A Geiger counter. 
 He dons the headphones, an expression on his face of excitement and 
technologically superior know-how. Clay remembers this look from Audio Visual Club at 
university. Switching the machine on, Waters winces at the noise in his ears and adjusts 
the volume. Sweeping the rod back and forth before him causes the machine to emit an 
intense, crackling sound.  
 ‘Eu-goddamn-reka.’ 
 He pulls out a notebook and begins scribbling hurriedly into it, looking at the 
machine and then the page in clear euphoria. 
 ‘It’s a new gold rush, John.’ 
 Clay shines his torch contemptuously in Waters’ face. ‘What do you want it for, 
C. J.? Bombs?’ 
 Illuminated in the dark by Clay’s sickly torchlight, Waters’ face has a devilish hue 
that Clay associates with the childhood game of holding a torch under the chin and telling 
ghost stories.  
‘I just work here, John.’ 
Resignedly, Clay leaves Waters and explores further into the cave. The acoustics 
are such that the two men can communicate from vast distances with nothing more than 
slightly raised voices. 
‘You know what, John.’ Although Clay is now a hundred yards away, it is like the 
two men are standing next to each other. ‘I think your great-great granddaddy might have 
had the wrong idea about this place after all when he thought the interior was a barren 
wasteland. He just wasn’t looking for the right kinds of things.’ 
Clay shines his torch into a pile of rubble on the cave floor: rocks, decades of 
dust, bones. 
‘I have to go and talk to our friend,’ Waters says, and Clay hears the sound of 
footsteps exiting the cave. 
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A shock of white amongst the dirty red of the rubble grabs Clay’s hazy attention. 
He moves closer and squats down, the beam of his torch narrowing. The skeletal remains 
of animals are illuminated. Looking closer, Clay sees that the bones are twisted 
unnaturally, distorted and grotesque. He touches several of them and lifts them closer to 
his eyes in appalled fascination. 
Venturing further, he notices a collection of rocks that have been placed in a 
circle by people he somehow intuits are now long gone. He realises he is possibly the 
first person to have visited this place in centuries, perhaps the first ever white man. 
Rather than the thrill of discovery or the pride of knowing something no one else does, he 
is filled only with the fear of the burglar, suddenly panicked by the sounds of an opening 
door and returning tenants. 
Inside the rock circle are more bones, forming roughly the shape of a human 
infant. The hands and feet are fused together, the skull twisted and horribly elongated. It 
is a three dimensional rendering of the Buladjang image, as well as a real world 
translation of the consequences of this place’s terrible power.  
 
 
Back at the car, Waters has a map of the Northern Territory, including both Australian 
and corresponding Aboriginal name places, spread out on the bonnet. One corner he 
holds against the breeze with his left hand, the other he weighs down with a large rock. 
Brian struggles to hold the two opposite corners down with an arm-span unequal to the 
task.  
 ‘We’re here,’ says Waters, pointing to a spot on the map. ‘This is the centre, 
right?’ Waters makes a dot on the map with a felt-tipped marker. Brian nods. 
 ‘Show me the, umm - ’ 
 ‘The arms?’  
 ‘Yeah. The arms of Bula. Show me.’ He hands Brian the pen. 
 Brian looks at the map like he might a book written in another language, French 
poetry. Arbitrarily, he makes several more dots in a circle representing thousands of 
square kilometres. 
 ‘Beautiful,’ says Waters, folding the map with a satisfied grin. 
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 There is a shuffling sound behind the two men that makes them turn in wary 
anticipation. Waters thinks of those nightmare lizards he has seen, but this noise is 
bigger, much more worrisome. From behind a bush Clay emerges, moving like a zombie, 
dragging his feet and swaying from side to unsteady side. His clothes are covered in dirt, 
suggesting he has fallen over several times, and his face is contorted with what appears to 
be the most terrible kind of pain. 
 ‘John,’ says Waters, taking a step towards him, but then stopping suddenly. Brian 
takes a step backwards.  
 Clay’s right arm rises slowly from his side as if propelled by a force of its own. 
He holds an object in his hand, a bone from one of the cave skeletons, perhaps human, 
perhaps not. Accusingly, he points it directly at Waters. 
 ‘John, what the fuck is that?’ Waters asks nervously. ‘John, what the hell do you 
think – ’ 
 Brian ducks skilfully below the car and Clay, as if energised by a sudden electric 
shock, lunges forward and grabs Waters’ knapsack, hurling it with seemingly every 
ounce of energy he has left down a small embankment. 
 ‘Jesus, John,’ says Waters, more annoyed now than frightened. ‘Quit fucking 
around, would you?’ He walks off to collect his gear, shaking his head as if Clay’s 
behaviour is some custom in a foreign country personally distasteful to him, women 
wearing burkas. Indians drinking their own urine. 
 When Waters is out of sight, Clay hurriedly enters the car and drives away as a 
confused Brian watches on. 
 Waters, clutching his backpack, returns and gazes at Brian. Both men then turn 
their attention to the rapidly disappearing cloud of dust in the distance. 
 ‘That other whitefella’s gone, mate,’ says Brian. 
 Reaching into his knapsack, Waters removes the pistol with as much haste as he 
can muster and points it at the disappearing car, closing one eye to better sight his target. 
His feet move to a shooting stance and he supports his gun hand with his other. Just as 
everything is in preparation for firing, he lowers the gun dejectedly, realising the car is 
now too far away. 
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 ‘Fuck,’ he yells, the gun limp at his side now, and sits down on a nearby rock, 
Brian gazing at him. It seems to Waters that Brian is assessing him with the sheer glean 
of his non-judgemental eyes. For a brief few minutes, the two men exchange glances. 
 A lizard emerges from behind a rock close to Waters to bask in the sun, 
recharging its blood before beginning to hunt. Devoid of its movements, it could easily be 
mistaken for a twig. Spiked like the expressionist nightmare of a painter with shellshock, 
the lizard is called a Thorny Devil, Latin name Moloch Horridus, from Milton’s poem 
Paradise Lost, where the god Moloch is described as a horrid king besmeared with the 
blood of human sacrifice. Like several other ironies of the natural world, however, the 
reptile’s alarming appearance contradicts its true nature: a small, slow-moving creature, 
peace loving, that feeds exclusively on ants. 
 Waters aims his gun and fires at the lizard. The first shot misses its head by an 
inch but only motivates a small twitch in the animal’s tail. The second hits it square in its 
torso and kills it instantly, shattering its backbone and leaving a bloody hole the size of 
an apricot. 
 
 
Tears streaming down his face, Clay looks at the deformed bone on the empty passenger 
seat beside him. The Mustang’s speedometer read 90, then 100, then 110 miles-per-hour. 
Clay is not sure why he is crying, but the salty fluid is gathering on his lower lip so that 
he needs to spit in order to stop tasting it and the tears just keep coming like rain. 
 
 
A nearby sign reads: ALICE SPRINGS 100. Waters becalmed Mustang, its radiator 
sending a steaming plume high into the desert sky, looks like an angry animal out here, 
just landed after a long journey from a distant planet and instantly lacking the will to go 
on. 
 Clay digs feverishly near a shrub some distance from the roadway. Sweat, even in 
the cooling night air, pouring out of him and soaking his clothes. Out of breath, he stops 
and surveys his efforts: several dozen shallow holes surround him like a multitude of 
hurriedly dug children’s graves from an infant war no one has ever heard about. 
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 Struggling now to catch his breath, he begins coughing again. The fit is even more 
violent than his last. Turning blue, clutching at his throat, he collapses with searing 
finality into one of his own half-dug holes. 
 
 
The lazy light of a summer Sunday afternoon. Crickets singing. The unhomely feeling of 
being borne by a force greater than oneself. Being thrown into the air and caught again in 
his father’s arms? A fairground ride? The falling of dreams? 
 Then smothering. Drowning. His childhood cat – Trixy? Trinity? – asleep on his 
face in the night? Asthma? 
 That’s why we have pets, his father might have told him: when they die, they 
teach us how to say goodbye to our other, human loved ones. 
 Clay is being borne on a stretcher by two burly medics on an outback airfield, an 
oxygen mask covering his face. The complicated triangle shaped visage is hurrying 
across the tarmac to the whirring engines of a Royal Flying Doctor’s Services plane. He 
feels a slight, comforting pressure on his upper arm. Adelia? Has she come all this way, 
despite it all, to be with him? 
 With an effort, he turns his head to look at her but sees Waters instead, jogging 
nimbly alongside the moving stretcher. 
 ‘You’re a crazy bastard, you know that, Johnny? Good thing I knew where to look 
for you.’ 
 Clay attempts to speak but no words come. One of the medics tells him not to try. 
They reach the plane and raise the stretcher to a position level with Waters’ face. 
 ‘What did you… do to him?’ 
 ‘Don’t worry about a thing, John. Everything’s taken care of.’ 
 The medics load Clay into the open door of the plane. I can never help but think 
of mail going into a slot, the night flashing artificial and anxious, a drowning kind of blue 
and red all around them. The medics jump in after Clay and close the door from inside. 
Without regard for Waters, the plane immediately taxis down the runway and disappears, 
lights still flashing, into the endless sea of the night sky. 
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26. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The atmosphere in the staid boardroom is incongruously convivial. I envisage a dozen or 
so men popping champagne corks and smoking cigars, the well-trodden embodiment of 
capitalism’s tendency towards overt happiness with itself. Waters wears a suit less showy 
than everyone else, and his collar is prickly, his body language remote. As the rest of the 
group slap each other on the back and shake hands manfully, Waters watches the 
proceedings from a melancholic distance, an empty glass hanging limply from his hand, 
his eyes in the middle space between the partygoers and the blank far wall. 
 ‘Need a refill, genius?’ asks one of the tipsy suits. 
 ‘No, thanks.’ 
‘Fuck that,’ tipping the bottle in the direction of Waters’ glass. 
‘No thanks’ more forcefully this time, covering the mouth of the glass with his 
hand. 
 ‘Come onnn.’ Too exuberant to notice Waters’ apathy. ‘You did it, man. You 
proved your point. Every one of those sites gave readings off the goddamn dial. Enjoy! 
Gloat! Revel! Your future at the Midwest Mining is assured, to say the very fucking 
least.’ 
 ‘I have to go.’ Brushing past the perplexed suit, opening the door and exiting the 
room. Several heads turn half curiously in his direction and then continue with the 
celebrations. 
 
 
Grey, emaciated, not far away from the end now, my grandfather lies prone in his 
hospital bed. The sheets stiff from years of starching, the metal bedposts washed recently 
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and smelling of carbolic soda. This will be an institutionalised death, predetermined as 
fate, blank as the heavens. 
 Plastic tubes and drips with clear, shiny liquids and beeping, obscure machines 
surround him, giving the impression of an organism more mechanical than human. The 
Six-Million-Dollar Man gone horribly wrong. Fast asleep, perhaps in a coma, his 
breathing is barely perceptible. 
 An elderly doctor, white-haired and dignified, stands business-like at the foot of 
the bed, looking over a chart clipped to a brown, Masonite board and addressing a forlorn 
and resigned Adelia. 
 ‘He’s not in any pain.’ Rather than translate statistics and Latin names of possible 
diseases, he has decided that this is the best course of action now, more concerned for the 
living than the soon to be dead. 
 As if in answer, a small tear rolls down a well-worn channel in Adelia’s cheek, 
and she turns to look at her husband, knowing it may be for the last time. 
 ‘I don’t think you should leave the hospital for the next few hours.’ 
Adelia wonders if they are trained to deal with situations such as these in medical 
school and, if so, whether this is rehearsed behaviour on his part. From the looks of him 
though, it’s been a long while since this doctor went to medical school. A delicate smile 
on his craggy face suggests that, in different circumstances, he and my grandmother 
might have gotten on well together, genuinely enjoyed each other’s company, had things 
in common. They might even have become friends, Adelia thinks, then admonishes 
herself silently, sure again that this is just part of his training. 
 ‘What’s wrong with him, doctor?’ 
 ‘We don’t know.’ 
‘How is that even possible?’ 
The doctor thinks carefully before speaking, and makes sure that Adelia sees this. 
‘I was born in 1901, dear. I should have retired a long time ago but nobody seems to stop 
getting sick. My parents and grandparents used to talk about all sorts of maladies modern 
science has since dismissed as twaddle: brain fevers, people dying of broken hearts, 
women dying from attacks of hysteria. Did you know there was once a feverous 
condition called calenture that would affect sailors in the tropics? They would hallucinate 
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that the sea was fields of grass and – because they hadn’t seen land in so long, I suppose 
– they would jump overboard and drown.’ 
 Adelia smiles patiently, half humouring the old fool, half fascinated. 
 ‘Nowadays, of course, we’re supposed to have the answers at the tips of our 
fingers, but we don’t. For all the distance we’ve travelled since leeches and bleeding and 
calenture, we’re still no closer to understanding the vagaries of the human organism.’ 
 ‘There’s no denying that, doctor.’ 
 ‘I’m very sorry, Missus Clay. If you need anything, buzz for the nurse.’ Turning 
to leave, he manages to look both reluctant to do so, and as if he has business elsewhere 
that must be attended to urgently. 
 ‘Thank you, doctor,’ and she sits down by her husband’s side. 
 Time passes unevenly. The minute hand on the clock is moving laboriously. I 
wonder if she thought that the timepiece was weighed down with all humanity’s missed 
opportunities. Adelia tries to read, but cannot concentrate, paces the room and steals 
periods where she makes telephone calls in the lobby, anxious about her absence. She 
wishes to call her sister, wants very much the familial comfort of her sibling by her side, 
but hesitates for reasons she is only now beginning to understand. 
 Later that night, suddenly flummoxed as to the reasons why she hasn’t already 
done so, she leans down and kisses her husband on his dry forehead. Instantly – a fairy 
tale – he opens his eyes. 
 ‘Del,’ he says weakly. 
 ‘John, don’t talk.’ 
 ‘I need to,’ he says insistently. Adelia waits, but no words come. 
 ‘John, there’s nothing left to say. I love you, nothing else matters.’ 
 Clay stares at her, half in horror, half affection. ‘Lots of things matter, Del. God, I 
wish I could talk.’ 
 ‘Shhh.’ 
 
 
Early the next morning, the commonplace buzz of the hospital work begins again: ringing 
phones, trolley wheels rasping on linoleum, the clattering of breakfast dishes. There is a 
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gentle knock at the door of Clay’s room. Adelia, only marginally asleep, wakes with a 
small start. 
 ‘Hello… Sorry to wake you.’ An American accented voice. ‘How is he?’ 
 ‘He’s dying,’ says Adelia, a relief to finally say the words. ‘Have we met?’ 
 ‘No.’ A large step in Adelia’s direction, an extended hand. ‘C. J. Waters. I’m a 
colleague of John’s. You must be Adelia?’ 
 ‘Yes,’ she says, taking his hand. Immediately she does so, Waters lays a second 
hand on top of hers. My grandmother is struck immediately by the gesture: either sincere 
sympathy or that bold intimacy Americans are famous for, she is not sure which. ‘I don’t 
think John ever mentioned you.’ 
 He smiles, hanging on to her hand with both of his for a fraction too long. ‘We 
only met recently. In Alice Springs. We worked together.’ 
 Adelia seems satisfied with this, or too upset to pursue her curiosity any further. 
Shakespeare talks of murdered sleep, and what Adelia is showing with her lack of interest 
here might be the result of a not dissimilar trauma, and some others besides. Then they 
smile awkwardly at each other. ‘Were you there when this happened?’ 
 ‘No,’ says Waters. Then, ‘I only wish I had been. I’m so sorry.’ 
 Adelia smiles a thank you and looks at her husband, as does Waters. 
Uncharacteristically, he emits a slight but distinct groan, and Adelia wonders where it 
might be coming from. The American seems discomforted, she notices. 
 A long pause in which they watch Clay silently, but then Adelia turns her 
attention to Waters. ‘I don’t even know why he went back to the desert,’ she confides. 
 Waters attempts to smile the dignified, quasi-religious smile of those who will 
never know the answers to certain questions but must continue to have faith. ‘No doubt 
he was looking for something. I hope he found it.’ 
 Another long pause, both of them feeling that there is not enough time to say what 
is needed, yet each waiting impatiently for the other to begin. ‘I wish it hadn’t turned out 
this way, Missus Clay, I really do.’ 
 ‘Please, Adelia.’ 
 ‘Adelia. That’s a beautiful name.’ 
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About an hour after the kindly American makes his apologies and departs, Beatrix joins 
her sister. On entering, she says nothing, just pulls up a chair beside her sister and grabs 
hold of her hand. They sit like that, in silence, for a long hour until Beatrix offers to go 
downstairs and buy them both some coffee. 
 ‘I’ll come, too,’ says Adelia, sighing purposefully and wiping her nose. 
 ‘Are you sure?’ 
 ‘I need a break.’ 
 ‘Okay.’ 
The gleaming metal surfaces of the serve-yourself hospital canteen reflect the 
sisters as they sip instant coffee, heads hung low. Beatrix reaches an occasional hand 
across the table and covers Adelia’s, but there is little in the way of words that will find a 
fit with the appalling situation. For the sake of conversation, Beatrix begins talking about 
her work. She knows Adelia is hardly listening, but continues nonetheless, assuming 
correctly that the rhythm and tones of the words will be some form of small tonic. During 
one of her pauses, Adelia suddenly lifts her head and gazes at her little sister with a look 
of horrified urgency on her face, tears welling like a bath filling in her eyes. Beatrix 
inclines her head, indicating she is prepared to listen, but a single tear drops from 
Adelia’s eye, lightly brushing the most outward point of her cheek, then falling on the 
table. Whenever I think about this moment, I never fail to imagine that tear dropping as 
the first note in a symphony of summer rain. 
 Beatrix touches her sister’s hand once again. This time, the communication is by 
touch alone, the utterance something like, it has happened.  
‘Let’s go,’ Beatrix says. Adelia rises obediently and they make their way back 
upstairs. 
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27. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adelia rises from beneath the sunset water and takes a deep, hungry gulp of air, breaking 
the seal between the two worlds like a finger poked through thin plastic. From her greedy 
breathing, it is not hard to think she has been submerged, starved of life-giving oxygen, 
for hours, days even. It is an early summer Canberra evening, the crowds at the lake are 
barbequing and talking, families are squabbling and laughing but she is alone, terribly, 
fatally alone, and I can’t help feeling that this is the beginning of her wearing this 
solitude like a cloak. 
 Still breathing hard, she treads water and looks around her as if searching for 
someone. A tear falls down her already wet face, so insignificant and lost in the all-
encompassing moisture that she barely notices it herself. 
 She exits the water and begins drying herself. As the towel moves over her thigh, 
she notices the first sign of a rippling that could be gravity taking its toll, or the beginning 
of something like cellulite. I credit my grandmother with being able to intuit the fork in 
the road of her life that lies just ahead, tied up in the decaying of her body, and only just 
beyond the reach of her vision. 
 
 
And Waters squats on a rock ledge above a vast valley, drawing absently the Buladjang 
image in the sand with his finger. A yellow plastic hard hat adorns his head and 
protective earphones surround his neck. 
 He rises to his feet and looks out at a vast mining enterprise below him: trucks, 
earth-moving equipment, air-conditioned offices of pre-fabricated aluminium, workers 
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milling around like ants. Directly opposite him stands the sheer cliff face he and Clay had 
penetrated a mere six months earlier, still bearing the giant Buladjang image. 
 A siren sounds, long and loud, increasingly urgent as it continues. Waters places 
the earphones over his ears and watches as the workers below do the same. Silence and 
stillness descends everywhere before the cliff face explodes in a cloud of red dust. 
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28. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I didn’t know this once, but now I do.  
The National Gallery Project, as it was once called, first got the go ahead from a 
Liberal government in the 1960s. When the nation’s new cultural flagship opened its 
doors on October 12, 1982, on the shores of Lake Burley Griffin, not far from where my 
grandparents once swam, Fraser’s Liberals were in their last days of governing. The 
Hawke Labor Government – the first since Whitlam’s – was elected four months later. As 
is always the way with new governments, Hawke was able to parlay blame for anything 
untoward onto his predecessors, while simultaneously taking credit for their work.  
Adelia, her hair just beginning to become streaked with grey, drives there now in 
her reliable, second-hand Commodore. Her daughter has a boyfriend with a car, and my 
auntie Catherine has told her in a tone of voice that broaches no argument that she will be 
meeting her there. The appalling indignity of arriving together at such an occasion, with 
her mother, simply will not be happening. 
But my younger father accompanies her this day in the early part of the Bad Hair 
Decade, and he never did tire of telling the story. 
 They pass the arts precinct, and my dad would always make it a point to mention 
the twinge of sadness he felt that day on first noticing that the Burley Griffin designed 
Capitol Theatre, long under threat from developers, had finally been torn down. Where it 
once stood proudly, even defiantly, he often thought, there was this day only a vacant lot, 
grass growing through cracks in uncleared concrete, surrounded by a cyclone wire fence 
and emblazoned aggressively with NO TRESPASSING signs. When telling this story, 
my dad never fails to mention that he and his mother discussed how they had heard that 
the Greater Union Company had purchased the lot and intended to build a multi-screened 
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cinema where the grand old, single-screened Capitol once was. He says that he wasn’t 
sure why, but that the sight of this paddock like a gaping wound in the landscape of their 
city made them more melancholy that day than they could have described. This is early 
1984, coming up on the fourth anniversary of his Aunt Beatrix’s suicide, and he supposes 
this had something to do with it. This, and their destination now. 
 Adelia has thought about moving, back to Melbourne, to Sydney, but somehow 
she has simply never gotten around it to it. For a long while, her city reminded her 
everywhere of the tear-stained streets outside animal hospitals, but this feeling has, only 
recently, begun to dissipate.  
 They use the valet service to park the only mildly embarrassing Holden, and walk 
arm in arm into the Gallery Ballroom. Adelia wraps her shawl around herself, somewhat 
stylishly, she doesn’t mind noting, against the chill night air. 
 Inside, people are dressed much more elegantly than at any other opening she has 
ever been to. She notes with something like pride that she does not feel entirely out of 
place. Dinner-suited waiters distribute Veuve Clicquot in crystal flutes and plates of hors 
d’ouvres that look too good to eat, although this does not stop her placing two into her 
mouth as gracefully as she possibly can. 
 Looking around, she nods at several acquaintances or, rather, acquaintances of 
John’s. No one seems particularly interested in starting a conversation with her beyond 
what politeness dictates. This she accepts with good grace, used as she is these days to 
such gentle outcasting.  
 She notices Jack Clay on the far side of the room. Wheelchair-bound since his 
heart attack and subsequent strokes in ’75, he is attended by a professional carer and is, 
obviously, no longer the life of the party. His speech – always conversely his most 
endearing attribute and his deadliest weapon – has been curtailed dramatically, and the 
thought of the conversation, forced and very nearly wordless on his part, that will ensue 
when she approaches him fills her with dejection. Of course, she will go over and say 
hello – it would be incredibly rude not to – but she feels strongly the need for at least a 
couple of drinks beforehand. 
 While waiting for the speeches to begin, she examines the paintings hung 
conspicuously on the white walls of the Menzies Room. They are all by Indigenous 
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artists and their wild colouring and obvious departure from the traditions of western art 
scream loudly, though not unpleasantly. Not unpleasantly at all. 
 A tap on a microphone and an ostentatious clearing of the throat cause the din of 
the room to lower quickly though not completely. A ‘Good evening’ from the speaker 
brings the silence of polite attention. Clay’s old boss, Henry Robinson, balder and 
rounder, yet the years not too unkind to him, begins to speak. 
 ‘Ladies and gentlemen, honoured guests. It is with great pleasure that I welcome 
you to this, the opening of the John Clay Memorial Permanent Exhibition of Indigenous 
Art.’ 
 There is warm applause and Adelia cannot help smiling widely. Robinson, too, 
seems genuinely moved by the unfettered goodwill in the room. 
 ‘In addition to being the first significant collection of Aboriginal art in this 
country,’ Robinson goes on. ‘This collection is a legacy to the memory of a man who 
worked tirelessly to bring this amazing work to the attention of our nation. The late John 
Clay will be remembered by all who knew him as a true champion of the culture of the 
first inhabitants of this great country, and as one of the Australian art world’s true 
visionaries.’ 
 More applause. Stronger and more heartfelt than before. Adelia feels the 
beginnings of emotions long buried, as she knew she always would. To suppress the tears 
growing in the corner of her eyes, she forces herself to worry about her mascara running. 
 At the bar, Waters is conversing with a young man who seems uncomfortable in 
his suit. A student, he figures. Parents involved somehow with the exhibition, dragged 
along against his will, too dependent on his allowance to say no. The days of Whitlam’s 
free University education for everyone slowly beginning to fade. HECS is still some 
years away, but its spirit is decidedly stirring. 
‘It was a fraud,’ says the young man, laughing in disbelief that anyone can not see 
this as plainly as he does, his wildly long hair swinging as if in time to his mirth. ‘It was 
staged so that your country could justify its involvement in what was even then an 
unpopular war.’ 
‘That’s horseshit,’ says Waters. ‘The Maddox was fired on by a goddamned 
communist torpedo boat from North Vietnam.’ 
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The young man smiles conceitedly. ‘The Gulf of Tonkin will go down in history 
as one of the most egregious lies ever told.’ 
‘Balls,’ says Waters, craning his neck around, looking for something to get him 
out of the conversation. He notices Adelia and quickly registers her mild distress. He 
orders drinks, excuses himself with politeness from his young companion and carries two 
flutes of champagne towards my grandfather’s widow, offering her one of the glasses 
wordlessly. She accepts with a sad smile and he then links his free arm with hers. They 
exchange glances and turn their attention back to Robinson. 
 ‘ – appreciate the extent of the vision of the new Hawke Government. Without 
their inspired leadership, the opening of this, the National Gallery of Australia would not 
have been possible.’ 
 Still holding gently onto Adelia’s arm, Waters begins scanning the room, 
inconspicuous but purposeful. His eyes stop on Brian, dressed inharmoniously in a dinner 
suit and clutching a glass of champagne like his life depends on it, clearly nervous as a 
bucket of butcher’s knives. Whether or not he feels Waters’ eyes on him I’m not sure, but 
he turns his head in that direction. Waters raises his glass. Brian, hesitant at first, 
eventually returns the gesture. Waters turns his attention back to Robinson.  
 ‘ – would like to conclude this opening ceremony with a traditional dance. Our 
sincere thanks to everyone who has made this collection possible. Enjoy the rest of the 
evening.’ 
 To much applause, a group of six dancers take the stage, their near-naked bodies 
painted with ceremonial markings. The crowd watches with what they perceive as 
correctness and some interest as the performers begin their movements, accompanied by 
didgeridoo and rhythm sticks. 
 The dancers leave the stage and spread their dance out into the crowd, who part 
courteously as the troupe moves like a large snake through the gallery. Towards the end 
of their routine, they form a circle underneath the centrepiece work of the exhibition: 
Brian’s huge canvas depicting the Buladjang image. 
 A plaque affixed to the wall beside the painting features a company logo and the 
words: COLLECTION SPONSOR: MIDWEST MINING COMPANY. 
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29. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
And that’s the thing I suppose, about the difference between Australia and America. It’s 
both exactly as you expect it will be, and nothing at all like you imagined. Something, 
ultimately, to do with space. You drive to a shopping centre in LA or Illinois and you 
park your car in one of the suburb-sized car parks. There’s other cars everywhere but it 
feels like there’s no one else around. I used to wonder about all those shootings you see 
in American films, and how the perpetrators always seem so confident that there will 
never be any witnesses. They walk away like they’ve just checked their mail. I used to 
think it was just a cinematic convenience, like the way Americans never say goodbye on 
the phone. Now I know it’s nothing of the kind. 
 And you walk from your car to the store you want to go to, which is of course 
enormous and has every variant of whatever it is you’re looking for imaginable, and then 
you decide you want to go to a different store and the distance between the two seems 
somehow insurmountable, even though they are, technically, in the same complex. For 
some reason, it makes me feel both homesick and lonely. It’s a peculiar loneliness, 
though. I don’t think I’ve ever felt anything like it ever before. Even though I’ve been 
immersed in U.S. culture all my life, there’s a roominess to it that feels completely apart 
from who I am. Maybe who I want to be.  
 But Priscilla and I made sure only to spend a handful of days there anyway. We 
briefly saw the great cities of Los Angeles, Chicago and New York, then hopped a plane 
to Santiago, Chile, and a bus north to the Atacama desert. 
 The air here is so thin you sometimes have to remind yourself that you’re 
breathing, but it’s also soothing. My girlfriend and I get odd looks from the old women as 
we hold hands scouring the desert with them. When we separate, the mixture of her sweat 
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and mine somehow feels like magic potion, and I smile at her, although I’m quite sure 
she doesn’t have any idea why.  
 We scratch around in the sandy dirt and sift through the gravel. We overturn rocks 
to look for any sign of human remains, always making sure to put them back exactly as 
we found them, home as they are to various other creatures indigenous to this place. 
Sometimes, we go off in different directions, always making sure to stay within hailing 
distance. Mostly, we go where the old women tell us to. We use shovels and pickaxes, 
and the work is achy and hard. I think about the vastness of the place we’re in, and the 
enormity of the task we’ve agreed to undertake for just a small sliver of time. Rather than 
making me anxious or depressed, though, it somehow fills me with more energy than I 
knew I possessed, and the murderous heat and sore joints become little more than minor 
inconveniences.  
 Being here has made me think a lot about P and I as a couple. As we excavate and 
fossick around in this place, I feel as if we’re uncovering things about each other as well. 
Some of them are not always pretty – she can be a bit of a princess and I have a tendency 
towards poor me-ishness – but I’m convinced that dealing with these discoveries will 
hold us in good stead once we get back home, and I’m not sure they would have been 
thrown into such stark relief had we not come to this place together.  
 And they say that all travel exists only in relation to the home you leave anyway, 
the home you inevitably return to. Australians are known the world over for being great 
travellers when it comes to other places, just not their own country, and I can’t help 
thinking that there is something unhealthy about that. I think a lot about trying to 
confound this once I return. 
 ‘Addy,’ she yells from roughly a couple of hundred meters away. Sound carries 
out here in the wafer-thin atmosphere between people. ‘Come and have a look at this,’ 
my girlfriend says. ‘I think I may have found something.’ 
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Australia, as a country, is mentally ill. 
Which, as explained below, is another way of saying that this nation is an 
extraordinarily racist place. 
What I am calling this illness is apparent today in the way Australia treats its 
asylum seekers; the staggering gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous life 
expectancy that is barely discussed; and what can only be surmised is the majority of the 
country’s failure to ‘properly’ remember its colonial past in the way that Zizek, quoted in 
the epigraph to this PhD, is suggesting: 
 
Traumas we are not ready to remember haunt us all the more 
forcefully. We should therefore accept the paradox that, in order 
to forget an event, we must first summon up the strength to 
remember it properly (22). 
 
 
Throughout this dissertation, I attempt to support what I consider the only slightly 
hyperbolic claim that opens this introduction, while also using the critical dissertation 
form as a companion piece to my novel, Sickness Country. The dissertation explores 
ideas concerning Australia’s past historical wrongs, namely the genocide6 inflicted on its 
Indigenous peoples, and argues that a lack of – or an incorrect remembering around – this 
event is an important factor in what has and continues to make Australia ill as a nation. In 
tandem, the novel and dissertation, through the act of creative and critical writing, 
attempts to ‘summon up the strength’ to counter this misremembering.  
I also posit that the dismissal of the Whitlam Government in 1975 – the period 
during which my novel is set – is what I consider to be a further example of improper 
remembering, one that also contributes greatly to what I and others, such as Langton, 
theorise is a national malaise. 
In addition to situating my work within current scholarship, I draw on both 
colonial and what might be termed proto-postcolonial works of fiction and critical essays 
to illuminate my argument. I contend that using fiction as a way of speaking to these 
                                                
6 Despite the ‘debate’ surrounding the terms and parameters of what exactly constitutes genocide during the 
history wars of the 1990s, historians continue to cite Australia’s treatment of its Indigenous population as 
such. See, for example, Reynolds or Kiernan. For a broader discussion of Australian colonial history, see 
Manning Clarke’s quintessential six-volume History of Australia, published between 1962 and 1987. 
	 211 
issues will provide unique insight into potential models of change embedded within 
literature. From my reading of Zizek, I conclude that inherent in what he is saying is the 
notion that the past and the present combine to create a future through either proper or 
improper remembering. As such, I have divided the dissertation of my PhD into two 
parts: ‘Looking Back’ and ‘Looking Forward’. 
In the first chapter of ‘Looking Back’, I examine Langton’s theory of 
misrepresentation of Indigenous culture in the media and her assertion that non-
Indigenous Australia suffers from a national psychosis regarding its attitude towards 
Indigenous people. I compare this with Attwood’s claims that an authentic Australian 
culture can only be arrived at with a blending of Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
traditions. I then briefly acknowledge Freud’s theories of repression, arguing that 
Australia is experiencing this ailment in its failure to properly remember its past, not just 
concerning Indigenous/ non-Indigenous relations but other matters as well, most notably, 
as performed in my novel, the Whitlam dismissal. I then argue that this repression can be 
alleviated by creative writing. 
Finally, in this chapter, I examine Healy’s paradoxical idea, not dissimilar to 
Zizek’s, that to be able to forget the traumas of their colonial past – to be ‘cured’ of these 
sicknesses, if you will – Australians first need to remember them. I suggest that novel and 
dissertation – the melding of creative and critical writing, considered both individually 
and collectively – can begin the process of enacting this proper remembering by standing 
in direct opposition to the historical amnesia currently surrounding the issues I am 
concerned with, exemplified by the staggering lack of fiction from non-Indigenous 
writers on these ‘forgotten’ matters.7 
In the second chapter of ‘Looking Back’, I recontextualise Patrick White’s 1957 
novel, Voss, as a text which highlights non-Indigenous Australia’s destructive fear of its 
own country’s outback, a fear that I argue continues still. I further reason that this 
dichotomy between outback and coastal Australia has problematized the idea of 
reconciliation itself, citing Gibson’s Seven Versions of an Australian Badland to illustrate 
                                                
7 Grenville being the obvious exception, the one that perhaps does prove the rule, with Jones being possibly 
another. As far as the Whitlam dismissal is concerned, Carey’s exception is both incredibly recent and what 
I feel compelled to categorise as ironically titled: Amnesia. 
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how this contradiction might be overcome by ‘thinking more boldly about how the past 
produces the present’ (2). 
I also explore Bliss’s theory that failure in White’s fiction can be seen as 
redemptive and the implications of this discourse for the future of relations between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australia. 
Third, I examine J. M. Coetzee’s 1999 novel, Disgrace, specifically the sections 
concerning Lucy Lurie’s attitude towards her rape by Indigenous South African men. I 
argue that this character’s contention that ‘that is the price one has to pay for staying on’ 
(158), points the way – albeit brutally and problematically – towards a facing up to the 
past that has been conspicuously absent in any discourse surrounding reconciliation in 
Australia. I further argue that, if this country is ever going to be capable of truly 
meaningful and equitable compromise with its Indigenous inhabitants, this confrontation 
with its haunted past is essential. Atwell explores Coetzee’s ability to open up new 
discursive possibilities in his writing, and it is this work I draw on in this section. 
Although this chapter of my dissertation participates in postcolonial discussion – 
referencing, as mentioned above, Gibson, Langton, Tacey, Said and particularly Atwell 
on the subject – there is a deficit of scholarly material concerning Australian racism and 
forgetting, and more specifically, whether this can be construed as sickness, supporting 
my contention about the nature of this forgetting. Even Lucy Lurie’s rape in Disgrace – 
besides predictable outrage and Kossew’s somewhat more intelligent examination – is 
surprisingly under theorized, especially considering the plethora of material available on 
the book as a whole, not to mention its award-winning author. 
I have undertaken to analyse fiction rather than non-fiction texts for two reasons: 
firstly, the abovementioned deficit of scholarly material; it has only been in fiction – 
although, tellingly, this has mostly been non-Australian fiction – that I have been able to 
find any examination of the issues central to this thesis. Second and, perhaps most 
importantly, I support Morson’s argument that ‘[Literary] genres not only offer models of 
change, they are also central to how change actually happens… closely linked to forms of 
living… ways of seeing the world’ (1087). The suggests the power of the literary text to 
effect what occurs in people’s consciousness. Bakhtin also states that ‘Semantic 
phenomena can exist in concealed form, potentially, and be revealed only in semantic 
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contexts of subsequent epochs that are favourable for such disclosure’ (5). It is my 
contention that the texts I am examining in this thesis act in as agents of change precisely 
this manner: closely linked to forms of living in a time that is highly favourable for such 
change. 
The dissertation then moves on to ‘Looking Forward’, which begins by examining 
ideas surrounding writing and healing. If Australia is indeed ill, as I posit in ‘Looking 
Back’, my concern is with the question of how creative writing might begin to change 
this. In attempting to answer this question, I begin with a cursory inspection of art 
therapy and bibliotherapy, before examining more thoroughly the field of the medical 
humanities. I then look at the work of ‘oppositional’ academics such as Lucia M. Suarez 
and Gail Jones, with the intention of placing them in the broader historical tradition of 
Critical Race Theory. These thinkers lead me to form the assessment that it is time for a 
literary intervention in Australia in order that the ills outlined in ‘Looking Back’ might be 
addressed. 
The next chapter of ‘Looking Forward’ examines in some detail the work of the 
American writer David Foster Wallace (1962-2007), and advances the proposition that – 
perhaps paradoxically – his work can be understood as a template for Australian writers 
interested in the literary intervention I call for. During his lifetime, Wallace was obsessed 
with the idea that his writing might cure him of his own maladies, and was encyclopaedic 
in his documenting of this process. I therefore argue that a particularly Australian reading 
of Wallace’s work represents an extraordinary opportunity for writers both here and 
elsewhere to learn from this writer’s successes and his tragic failures.  
I conclude this dissertation by returning to the ratbag intellectualism of the 
Situationist International alluded to in my preface, as well as the title of this introduction, 
coupling their theories on urban environments with academic examinations of 
skateboarding as reconstruction of creative, academic and physical space. The 
Situationists’ decidedly odd engagement with the written word and the nature of their 
environments had a profound effect on the way I went about the writing of my novel. In 
light of the issues discussed above, I contend that this is an effect many non-Indigenous 
Australian writers concerned with their country’s history and its lack of representation 
can both share in and benefit from. 
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As discussed in the preface, I personally escaped the confines of my lower 
working class surroundings by engaging with a number of practices, predominantly the 
act of writing itself, and texts, mostly concerned with punk. This is a path I would like to 
imagine for this PhD also.  
In that spirit, I will complete this introduction by talking about what for me is the 
everyday practice of skateboarding, as well as what I have called ‘living the city 
otherwise’. Strange as this may seem, there are what I consider solid academic reasons 
for introducing an oddity such as skateboarding and an examination of what this might 
mean for a writer’s environment into the introduction of a PhD. Moreover, a decidedly 
odd critical strategy such as this one may actually be complimentary for a project greatly 
concerned with the role of heteronomous storytelling in the practice of writing and 
healing.  
I have come to the realisation throughout the writing of my novel and this critical 
dissertation that atypical praxis – for my work at least and contradictions in terms not 
withstanding – often ends with the best literary results. I think that there are solid 
connections between the gesture of skateboarding and why writing and living the city 
otherwise is important for us as storytellers interested in continuing to refine our craft in 
new, interesting and unusual ways, including the idea that writing can and should 
function as a curative force. 
I took up skateboarding again in my forties after an almost three decade break and 
have determined that there is something entirely writerly about interpreting a city by how 
it feels under your wheels. A close relative of the Situationists, Michel de Certeau talks of 
walking in the city as an enunciative act. In The Practice of Everyday Life he uses the 
phrase ‘the violence of order’ (XIII) and examines how to usurp it with the seemingly 
quotidian undertaking of traversing urban landscapes by foot. He uses gorgeous prose 
such as  ‘poets of their own acts move about, their trajectories forming unforeseeable 
sentences’ (XVIII), and places these gestures under the rubric of what he calls ‘everyday 
tactics’. 
He then asks ‘To what erotics of knowledge does the ecstasy of reading such a 
cosmos belong?... It transforms the bewitching world by which one was possessed into a 
text that lies before one’s eyes’ (92). The city as a text that can be read, in other words. A 
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text that can also, of course, be written. If walking the city is an enunciative act, then it is 
my contention that skateboarding urban terrains turns the volume up dramatically on the 
relevance of this utterance as it pertains to the question of what writing might actually be 
for.  
Borden has written extensively about how skateboarders reinterpret the 
architecture of the cities they live in, how they make what is ordinary – our immediate, 
everyday surroundings – extraordinary, and I am interested in the implications of this for 
a writing practice concerned with the notion of healing. Borden claims that skateboarders 
find ‘new ways of editing, mapping and recomposing the city’ (2 my emphasis). Skaters 
look at drainage ditches, schoolyards and empty pools, for example, and in doing so are 
‘adapting and exploiting a given physical terrain in order to present skaters with new and 
distinctive uses other than the original function of that terrain’ (29). Consider a handrail 
somewhere in a building in my home city, for instance, designed and manufactured and 
put in place by unseen forces next to some stairs for the purposes of safety and 
reassurance. Used by a skateboarder, however, this small part of the metropolis suddenly 
becomes its complete opposite: an invitation to adventure and the thrill of potential 
danger. Can these new uses for existing terrain be likened to a realisation that when we 
read and when we write, especially heteronomously, as ‘otherwise’ practitioners, we are 
reinterpreting existing intellectual terrain? I think they can, and I will endeavour to 
explore this practice as it pertains to my novel and writing’s potential for healing below. 
As such, skateboarding – both out of the badlands and into the academy – shall 
serve as a circular imaginary both commencing and ending this critical dissertation. 
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Part One 
Looking back  
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Chapter One 
 
Mental Illness and Memory Wars: The 
Search for a More Usable Past 
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‘What is awareness but the present tense of memory?’8 
 
1.1    Sickness Country 
 
According to its most prominent journal,9 the nascent but growing academic field of 
memory studies ‘emerges from contemporary trends that include a shift from concern 
with historical knowledge of events to that of memory, from ‘what we know to ‘how we 
remember it… and the development of trauma narratives in reshaping the past’ (2014).  
From Pierre Nora’s seminal four-volume Rethinking France: Les Lieux de Mémoire 
(Realms/ sites of Memory), to work by Gibson used directly in this chapter, this discipline 
casts a long shadow over my work. While the influence of memory studies needs to be 
acknowledged, I am more interested for this PhD in the interplay between non-
Indigenous Australian memory – or lack thereof – and the writing of fiction. As such, I 
will occasionally refer to the discourse of memory studies, but the majority of this 
chapter will considered through the lens of creative writing.  
To this end I want to ask the following questions: if a land is sick, can proper 
remembering make it well? And what role can writing play in this process? If, as Gibson 
states, a place’s history of Indigenous genocide has a direct impact on what happens there 
in the present, what role can writing and literature play in attempting to change this? 
Literature is a mere representation of events, not events in and of themselves. 
Nonetheless, I want to argue that the two are not as mutually exclusive as they might at 
first seem, as Roiland’s epigraph to this chapter suggests. On representation of 
Indigenous people in Australian media, activist and academic Marcia Langton has this to 
say:  
 
                                                
8 Roiland, J., (2012), ‘Getting Away from it All: The Literary Journalism of David Foster Wallace and 
Nietzsche’s Concept of Oblivion’, in Cohen, S. & Konstantinou, L. (eds.), The Legacy of David Foster 
Wallace, University of Iowa Press, Iowa City, pp. 31. The full quote reads: ‘Reading Wallace’s non-fiction 
through these lenses of lasting resentment and the inability to forget, one can understand, perhaps, the 
earnestness with which he writes about consciousness. After all, what is awareness but the present tense of 
memory’ (my emphasis). The resonance of this will become apparent throughout the course of this 
dissertation, but especially in the later chapter concerning Wallace. 
9 Memory Studies, published by Sage. 
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The central problem is the need to develop a body of knowledge 
on representation of Aboriginal people and their concerns in art, 
film, television and other media and a critical perspective to do 
with aesthetics and politics, borrowing from Aboriginal world 
views, from Western traditions and from history (1993 28). 
 
 
This is Langton speaking over two decades ago, and it is difficult not to argue that the 
body of knowledge she is calling for regarding Aboriginal representation has grown 
significantly in recent years, albeit slowly. The critical perspective she foregrounds have 
also grown, with the inclusion of Indigenous Studies in university curricula, texts such as 
Kim Scott’s Benang: From the Heart and That Deadman Dance, Warwick Thornton’s 
Samson and Delilah and the scholarship surrounding them, as just some of the many 
examples. The Rudd Government’s 2008 apology to the stolen generations could even 
(conceivably) be seen as a recent high water mark for non-Indigenous Australian 
awareness and acknowledgement of Indigenous people and concerns. Despite this, 
however, it is even more difficult to see these events as anything but tiny steps in the 
right direction, with many large strides left to take, as I contend the remainder of this 
dissertation will show through an examination of non-Indigenous Australian writing. 
Langton’s statement is reminiscent of one made almost a decade earlier by 
historian Bain Attwood:  
 
We have a choice: we can either settle for a divided culture or we 
can strive for an effective cultural interchange, neither patronising 
or exploitative, between Aboriginal Australians and ourselves – 
an interchange which could create a convergent culture, with its 
sources in two traditions, one derived mainly from European 
sources, the other derived from Aboriginal ones. By choosing this 
latter path, we could begin the journey towards an authentic 
Australian culture (xv). 
 
 
Despite the positive steps mentioned above, I contend that the view from the middle of 
the second decade of the 21st century suggests that Attwood’s vision of a genuinely 
Australian culture derived from meaningful interchange between black and white 
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Australians is even further removed from social reality than Langton’s call. Tantalisingly 
though, neither argument – as I intend to prove – presents as wholly impossible. 
But many important questions remain concerning this ‘effective cultural 
interchange, neither patronising or exploitative’ between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
people in this country. Langton discusses a ‘national psychosis’ in Australia surrounding 
‘the persecution of Aboriginal people’, which she attributes, in part, to ‘insecurity and 
feeble mindedness’ (1996).  
I posit the admittedly bold assertion that this national psychosis and insecurity is 
much more prevalent and more deeply embedded in Australia’s collective consciousness 
than has been previously imagined. That Australia, though improving, is still mentally ill 
with racism. This country’s present treatment of refugees, ex-Prime Minister Gillard’s 
assertion that feeling ‘anxiety’ about overcrowding as a result of Australia’s immigration 
policy is nothing to be ashamed of, or the divisive discourse of the history wars10 are 
important examples that suggest Langton’s sickness country has still not disappeared. 
Even more recent examples abound: barely a month seems to pass without another 
YouTube video being posted of a sickeningly open racist incident on an Australian bus. 
The fact that #Illridewithyou was obviously the good work of non-racists after the 
Sydney siege is largely negated by the fact it was needed in the first place. The ‘debate’ 
surrounding the Adam Goodes booing saga is only the most recent example of 
Australia’s discomfiture surrounding race at the time of writing. One could go on 
indefinitely. But I would like to begin the work of answering some of the questions posed 
above by bringing the examination of literature and writing to bear on the sickness of 
Australian racism. 
 
1.2    Patrick White and Chris Healy’s More Usable Past 
 
                                                
10 For an overview of the period in question, roughly equivalent to Prime Minister John Howard’s early 
years in office, say 1995-2000, see Macintyre & Clark. In short, Howard proposed that Australian history 
had nothing to be ashamed off, that those calling what happened to its indigenous population ‘genocide’ 
were promoting a ‘black armband’ view of history. Astonishingly, several noted historians supported this 
view, most prominently Geoffrey Blainey. The charge for the other side was led by a firebrand Manning 
Clarke. 
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Patrick White’s Voss is of particular interest to the troubled course of Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous relations in this country. I consider it a seminal text that attempts to deal 
with a strikingly similar psychosis to the one Langton has outlined and I have expanded 
on. And it is of great importance to my argument here because its mode of mediation is, 
of course, that of literature. 
In this 1957 novel, White’s writing presents as pioneering in that it amounts to 
what might now be referred to as an intervention in white Australian consciousness 
through its construction and depiction of the imposed invisibility of Aboriginal people. 
This indiscernibility of Australia’s first peoples has a long history, with the ‘dying race’ 
theory of the early 1900s, a trope picked up again in the 1990s and given symbolic 
weight by then Prime Minister John Howard’s dichotomy of ‘battlers’ (average [read 
white] Australians), juxtaposed with what others described as a ‘white blindfold’ and 
‘elites’ propagating a ‘black armband’ version of history. 
This is McKenna, in 1997: 
 
While the convict era was a source of shame or unease, nearly 
everything that came after was believed to be pretty good. There 
is a rival view, which I call the Black Armband view of history. 
The past treatment of Aborigines, of Chinese, of Kanakas, of non-
British migrants, of women, the very old, the very young, and the 
poor was singled out, sometimes legitimately, sometimes not. The 
Black Armband view of history might well represent the swing of 
the pendulum from a position that had been too favourable, too 
self congratulatory, to an opposite extreme that is even more 
unreal and decidedly jaundiced.  
 
 
Further propagation of this point of view can be found, for example, in Howard or 
Blainey. 
As is the case with mental illnesses such as depression, post-traumatic stress 
disorder or anxiety, the first instinct of the sufferer, according to Freud, is resistance: to 
repress or deny the existence of what it is that is making she or he sick. Freud explains 
this as an understandable psychological defence mechanism and even a necessary first 
step on the road to eventual mental health. But Freud also claims that it is only with a true 
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confrontation of the ‘reality’ of the symptoms and their origins that a worthwhile healing 
process can truly begin (327-44).  
I suggest that the denial of Australia’s treatment of its Indigenous people implicit 
in the dying race theory, the history wars or current day racism represents a denial similar 
to that of those suffering a mental illness. As such, it is conceivable to regard the 
examination of the texts under discussion in this chapter as emblematic of Freud’s facing 
up to the ‘reality’ of the situation. It then becomes possible to view these texts’ 
dissemination as therapy, leading eventually to a ‘cure’. This is what I have attempted to 
highlight with the writing of my novel: the desire that a text might enable meaningful 
psychological change. 
At this point, a brief examination pertaining to the question of classifying racism 
as a mental illness is likely to be useful. While Wellman suggests that ‘medicalization [of 
racism], rather than being a catalyst for social change, is a mode of social control’ (28), 
Dobbins and Skillings take a counter view: 
 
The pervasiveness of the dysfunction created by racism is 
confounded by historically interactive influences of culture and 
science that have distorted our definitions of mental health. Thus, 
we need not only to reconsider our notions of mental health but to 
develop accurate clinical definitions of prejudice and racism (14). 
 
 
In Forgetting Aborigines, one of Healy’s principal assertions is that for Australia to be 
able to forget its colonial past it must first be able to remember it properly:  
 
I’ve wanted to recall the persistence of Indigenous presence, and 
draw attention to non-Indigenous forgetting. In search of a more 
usable past, my antidote for forgetting Aborigines has been the 
resources of memory and history (12). 
 
 
To Healy’s resources I would add literature and writing, and I agree that this persistence 
of Indigenous presence needs to be acknowledged. In fact, I would go so far as to claim it 
as the driving force of this dissertation and my creative writing more generally. I suggest 
	 223 
that that this ‘usable past’ – this proper remembering – needs to be accessed urgently in a 
culture as overtly sick with racism as Australia’s is. What is more, this would appear to 
be a basic prerequisite for any non-exploitative combining of Indigenous and non-
Indigenous cultures along the lines of what Attwood suggests. It is my claim that certain 
texts, both creative and critical, many cited above and below, if read with Healy’s 
‘persistence of Indigenous presence’ in mind, can become appendices to his ‘resources of 
memory and history’, proving to be equally if not more effective as ‘antidotes’ to what I 
am calling sickness. 
 
1.3  The paradox of redemption through failure in Voss 
 
‘Voss is not afraid of this country, whereas everyone [else] is still afraid, or most of us… 
and will not say it. We are not yet possessed of understanding.’11 
 
The discourse of the history wars revolved in part around a major dichotomy in 
Australian thinking. In this version of events, non-Indigenous Australia sees itself as 
being populated by two wildly disparate peoples. One are non-Indigenous Australians 
themselves, clinging desperately to the country’s fertile coastlines.12 The other – and 
Other – are Indigenous Australians, inhabiting for the most part – at least in the minds of 
‘white’ Australia – what has commonly been regarded as a mysteriously dangerous and 
arid, somehow almost evil place. Ross Gibson, in Seven Versions of an Australian 
Badland, discussing the time he has spent contemplating his own environment, states:  
 
It offers hard lessons about a society recovering from colonialism. 
It can be disturbing enough – and beautiful enough – to goad us 
into thinking more boldly about how the past produces the 
                                                
11 Bliss, C., (1986), Patrick White’s Fiction: The Paradox of Fortunate Failure, St Martin’s Press, New 
York, pp. 73. 
12 According to Tacey, in White’s novels ‘the past cannot be relied on to provide order or meaning, and so 
individuals have to undertake hazardous and epic journeys into the unconscious, to ground the culture in 
new depths and new psychological soil’ (XV), while the huddlers – those clinging desperately to the fertile 
coastlines, frightened of the interior of ‘their’ country – ‘represent a nullifying, conventional resistance to 
everything psychic and interior’ (73). It is this dichotomy that White exploits to great dramatic effect in 
Voss, a contrast that seems not unrelated to Gibson’s thinking and one that is also pertinent to my argument 
here. 
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present. This remembering is something good we can do in 
response to the bad in our lands (4). 
 
 
This remembering that Gibson speaks of, this ‘something good we can do in response to 
the bad in our lands’, and ‘thinking more boldly about how the past produces the present’ 
can be extrapolated for non-Indigenous Australians to include a remembering or a 
thinking not just of the environment they are surrounded by, but also about the 
inhabitants of this ‘badland’. What better place to begin this understanding than 
literature? Unfortunately, non-indigenous Australians will need to search hard indeed to 
find any, or at least any written by fellow whitefellas.  
There are exceptions, though, and the examination of these too rare texts can at 
least provide the beginnings of an understanding of an Other that is currently lacking. A 
mentality thus in line with Zizek’s proper remembering can, theoretically, be attained. 
Patrick White was arguably the first Australian fiction writer to contemplate this missing 
element in non-Indigenous Australian consciousness; a lacuna I contend has still not been 
fully addressed. As Brady acknowledges: 
 
Aboriginal writer Mudrooroo Narogin argues it is all but 
impossible for Aborigines to imagine the amount of pain that 
went into forming the lives [of the white invaders] and 
correspondingly the amount of effort needed to bring such people 
into a state of health. Patrick White, however, asks us to realise 
this about ourselves (61). 
 
 
If what Brady claims is true, then White’s work becomes not just important but very 
nearly essential for a country wrestling with the trauma of its colonial past, should it wish 
to attain a state of wellbeing concerning the matter.  
Bliss’s reading of Voss suggests that the novel’s overarching theme is that of the 
paradoxically redemptive power of failure. Settler Australia’s history of interaction with 
its Indigenous inhabitants can hardly be characterised in any other manner than as a lack 
of success, and Bliss argues that White teaches settler Australia to deal productively with 
its weaknesses in this regard. As such, an optimistic reading of Bliss’s essay might 
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characterise White’s novel as no less than a road map for the beginnings of national 
mental health. 
Based loosely on the historical figure of Prussian explorer Ludwig Leichardt, who 
disappeared in the Australian outback in the nineteenth century, Voss follows its title 
character on an ill-fated expedition into the ‘dead heart’ of the continent. Throughout the 
novel, White also provides alternating narrative strands with the ‘huddlers’ of Sydney, 
most notably the young, upper-class settler woman Laura Trevelyan. 
Despite sounding somewhat like an adventure story, or a nation-building narrative 
of heroism, Voss is, according to both Bliss and Tacey, an engagement with the 
disconnect between settler and Indigenous Australia on a much more profoundly 
psychological level, and contains lessons for non-Indigenous Australia concerning its 
colonial past buried deep below the narrative’s surface. ‘Voss is presented by the author 
within the classic heroic context,’ Tacey argues. ‘And is celebrated across the country – 
in academic journals, newspapers and textbooks – as a national hero. But Voss is not the 
hero that White, Laura or Australia wants him to be’ (90). A country’s incorrect reading 
of a character from a novel, I understand Tacey to be saying, can also be a kind of 
forgetting, another term for which is improper remembering. But Tacey goes on to make 
this point: 
 
There may be another sense in which Voss [is] Australian. [He] 
could be seen to represent the unconscious life of this country, the 
heavily repressed but at the same time ever-present longing for 
extinction, oblivion, anonymity. [Posing the question of]… what 
exactly does it mean for a white culture to suddenly plant itself 
upon Aboriginal soil?… His work may be a record of what is 
happening to us on the inside, the compensatory vision of our 
national colonising and imperialism (61).  
 
 
It is in this context that a re-reading of Voss might enable settler Australians to imagine 
anew their country as a place where, as Bliss puts it, ‘the outback is inescapably there, at 
the centre of the Australian continent and consciousness’ (2). Reread in this light, the 
novel also forces non-Indigenous Australians to ask themselves the all-important question 
of ‘what it means for a white culture to suddenly plant itself upon Aboriginal soil’. 
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White engenders this new understanding in his readers and ‘ask[s] us to realise 
this about ourselves’ (the ‘pain that went into forming the lives of the white invaders’) by 
embracing the notion that in order to succeed, failure must first be experienced. In his 
fiction in general, and Voss in particular, this is often represented as characters’ conflict 
with and inevitable sublimation to the outback. According to Bliss, Voss ‘takes the 
unconquerable Australian interior as a metaphor for the finally unfathomable self’ and 
‘our failure to find satisfactory closure proves instructive, allowing meaning to proliferate 
and interpretation to continue… Only the failure to find it keeps him searching’ but ‘such 
failure can resolve itself into paradoxical but profound success’ (81). 
Or, as the character Le Mesurier says, ‘The mystery of life is not solved by 
success, which is an end in itself, but by failure, in perpetual struggle, in becoming’ 
(269). I would suggest that the resemblances to Existentialism and its crazy cousin 
Situationism are too obvious to ignore here. This relatedness has been explored briefly 
already in the preface, and will be examined in more detail in the conclusion. 
Returning to White, nowhere in this author’s body of work is failure, and the 
possibility of redemption through failure, more evident than in what might be described 
as his proto-deconstructionist depiction of settler Australia’s interaction with Aboriginal 
Australians. And it is my contention that nowhere does this representation hold more 
implications for the future health of the nation than it does in Voss. In this novel, White 
portrays Aborigines as an inalienable part of the outback and in complete harmony with 
it, unlike his white characters whose relationship with the landscape, in the end, results 
only in their deaths. Although it could be argued that White’s renderings of Indigenous 
people can be read as bordering on or at least flirting with the trope of the noble savage, it 
is possible that White is in fact problematizing the relationship between Aboriginal and 
settler Australia on a much more profound level. 
McLaren argues that ‘Rather than attempting to include the Aborigines in his 
fiction, he uses their distance from us as a means of criticising our civilisation… He 
subjects the values of western culture to an interrogation that reveals their limitations at 
the same time as suggesting ways these might be transcended’ (xx). This forces the non-
Indigenous reader of Voss to view the invisibility of the Indigenous population of 
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Australia not simply within the confines of the trope of the dying race theory or as a 
culture so irrelevant that it remains hidden. Brady further claims that:  
 
White interrogates class and culture, searching instead for that 
‘properly appointed humanism’ which, according to Levi-Strauss 
‘cannot begin of its own accord but must place the world before 
life, life before man, and the respect of others before self interest’. 
As the novel describes it, for all its rigour Aboriginal culture is 
closer to this ideal than white society (54). 
 
 
Surely this properly appointed humanism is recognisable as a prerequisite for meaningful 
exchange between colonised people and their former colonisers? White, as arguably the 
first non-Indigenous Australian fiction writer to have broached the subject, remains more 
relevant than ever, not just for the purposes of this PhD, with its concerns in writing’s 
role in alleviating the sickness of racism, but also in a broader, more directly 
reconciliation-oriented manner as well. 
Towards the end of the novel, the now megalomaniacal and doomed Voss, scarred 
both physically and psychologically by his ordeal in Australia’s ‘dead heart’, orders his 
fellow explorer, Palfreyman, to confront a party of hostile Aborigines. Bliss says that 
‘Voss accuses Palfreyman of escaping his guilt by fleeing to Australia’ and that 
‘Palfreyman is clearly attempting to redeem that sin when he obeys Voss’s order’ (72). 
Seen in this light, the scene becomes Voss’s most telling episode of Aboriginal/ settler 
interaction.  
It might seem obvious to readers now that White is pointing towards wider 
implications for a society he sees as profoundly psychologically troubled by its 
relationship to its Indigenous inhabitants and its landscape; that he is imagining settler 
Australia’s need to ‘confront’ Aborigines in order to redeem its own, much more 
grievous sins. But it behoves us to remember, all these years later, that Voss was foisted 
on an unsuspecting Australian public in the middle of the conservative 1950s, and the 
country as a whole still has trouble coping with it.13 At the very least Voss represents a 
                                                
13 See, for example, the website Why Bother With Patrick White? www.abc.net.au/arts/white/default.htm 
retrieved 17/11/2010. Although it contains much in the way of critical praise for White’s work, its title 
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pioneering example of an attempt to recognise the problem of Indigenous/ settler 
relations and an attempt to remedy this malaise with White’s use of the paradoxical 
success of failure.  
‘When man is truly humbled,’ says Voss’s love interest in the novel, Laura 
Trevelyan, ‘when he has learned he is not god, then he is nearest to becoming so. In the 
end, he may ascend’ (384). Although the sentiment here is derived from Christianity, the 
same principles of transcendence through accepting of one’s limitations can be applied to 
notions of the exploration of the self, a state of personal or societal mental health, or the 
larger spectre of racism itself. A re-reading of Voss with this in mind can render the 
reader cognisant of much of the work needed to be done in order that she or he achieve 
this end in terms of Australia’s colonial past. A ‘proper’ remembering, in Zizekian terms, 
of a nation’s failures can, through Bliss’s paradox of fortunate failure, lead to a successful 
reimagining of this country’s history and the beginnings of optimism for its future.  
 
1.4  Nothing Will Save the Governor-General: Australia’s Forgotten Coup 
 
While my contention in this PhD is that settler Australians’ failure to properly remember 
the genocide visited on Aboriginal populations is the main contributing factor to what I 
am calling a national sickness, there is another chapter of Australia’s history that I wish 
to suggest is also not remembered properly, and that this is also a contributing factor in 
Australian illness. This is directly related to this PhD as the temporal background against 
which my novel is set, as well as what I consider another example of improper 
remembering. While bloodless and relatively non-violent compared to the horrors 
perpetrated against Aborigines, I nonetheless put forward that the dismissal of the 
Whitlam Government on November 11 1975 has also left a traumatic scar on the nation, 
and that this event’s misremembering in culture points to an extraordinarily problematic 
psychology on the part of non-Indigenous Australians. 
                                                                                                                                            
suggests, at the very least, an ambiguity amongst Australians towards arguably their greatest author and the 
only one ever to have been awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature. For a truly hilarious and utterly cringe-
worthy example of Australia’s woolly relationship with White, see the ABC’s interview with the Nobel 
Laureate, circa 1973, www.youtube.com/watch?v=j02E06UFOcg, accessed 12/3/2015. 
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The popular imaginary – especially since his recent death – has Whitlam as a 
bumbling do-gooder. Riding high on the tide of the times, so the story goes, he and his 
reformist government ended Australia’s involvement in the Vietnam War (on its very 
first day in office, if you don’t mind), created Medicare and made university free for 
whoever wanted to attend. It also achieved significant progress in gender equality and 
reconciliation, with nary a thought  - according to legend – for how it was going to pay 
for it all. Whitlam and his scandal ridden government were brought down, according to 
the official record, for the good of all Australians, so that order might be restored and 
stable government rule again in the wake of the ‘constitutional crisis’.14 
In fact, it is a matter of public record that Whitlam had threatened not to renew 
the lease on the American intelligence facility in Central Australia known as Pine Gap, 
that ASIO had raided his office, that he was considered a communist by the many 
members of the intelligence community in Langley, Virginia, and that the ascension of 
Deputy Prime Minister Jim Cairns – who really was a communist – to the top job was 
seen by the power elite in the U.S. as ‘unthinkable’ (Pilger 1989 153). 
There is ample circumstantial evidence to suggest that the Whitlam dismissal was 
not the result of the constitutional crisis at all, but in fact a CIA-orchestrated coup d’état. 
According to journalist John Pilger, in an article entitled ‘The Forgotten Coup’, written 
shortly after Whitlam’s death: 
 
Across the political and media elite in Australia, a silence has 
descended on the memory of the great, reforming Prime Minister 
Gough Whitlam… But a critical reason for his extraordinary 
political demise will, they hope, be buried with him… Whitlam 
demanded to know if and why the CIA was running a spy base at 
Pine Gap near Alice Springs, a giant vacuum cleaner which, as 
Edward Snowden revealed recently, allows the US to spy on 
everyone. ‘Try to screw us or bounce us,’ the Prime Minister 
warned the US ambassador, ‘[and Pine Gap] will become a matter 
of contention’… Victor Marchetti, the CIA officer who had 
helped set up Pine Gap, later told me, ‘This threat to close Pine 
Gap caused apoplexy in the White House... a kind of Chile [coup] 
was set in motion’… On 11 November - the day Whitlam was to 
                                                
14 A media beat up if ever there was one, and an operation typical of the CIA’s ‘black ops’ programme, this 
was a highly technical affair that, to cut a long story short, meant that the then opposition Liberal Party had 
stopped the government’s supply of money, allegedly to force an early election it knew it would win. 
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inform Parliament about the secret CIA presence in Australia - he 
was summoned by Kerr [who Pilger claims was being directed by 
Langley]. Invoking archaic vice-regal ‘reserve powers’, Kerr 
sacked the democratically elected prime minister. The ‘Whitlam 
problem’ was solved, and Australian politics never recovered, nor 
the nation its true independence (2014).  
 
 
According to Robert Lindsey, in his book The Falcon and the Snowman, Christopher 
Boyce, a CIA analyst convicted of selling American secrets to Russia, corroborates 
Pilger’s claims. Boyce told Lindsey he was motivated to espionage by his agency’s 
‘dishonour in the name of national security’ (84) in attempting to remove the 
democratically elected Whitlam government due to its stance on Pine Gap.  
Further evidence of the American intelligence community’s intentions towards 
the Whitlam government is illustrated succinctly by the appointment of Marshall Green, 
A.K.A. ‘the coupmaster’, as U.S. ambassador to Australia. Not only was Green ‘the most 
senior American career diplomat ever sent to Australia’, he also ‘had the distinction of 
being involved in four countries where there had been coups’ (Pilger 1989 152). 
Whitlam himself, in the two books he wrote concerning his government, The 
Truth of the Matter (1979) and The Whitlam Government (1985), steers conspicuously 
clear of the subject of CIA involvement in the dismissal. Whitlam does however note that 
‘the Australian Secret Intelligence Service was acting as a surrogate for the US Central 
Intelligence Agency’ (1985 50) and then, astonishingly, moves on to other subjects. 
But former Prime Minister Paul Keating recently admitted to Kerry O’Brien 
during a series of televised interviews15 that, as a junior cabinet minister on the day of the 
coup, he raised with Whitlam the possibility of arresting Kerr and calling in the army to 
back the elected government. That this revelation – so similar to actions taken in other 
coups – has caused so little discussion is symbolic of an incomprehensible quiet that I 
have always associated with the events of this day, especially in regards to their 
representation in fictional literary discourse.  
                                                
15 Hawke, B., (Sen. Prod.), Keating: The Interviews, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KXMAkP4zEgg, 
accessed 12/6/2015. 
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Pilger’s referencing can be generously described as sketchy, and it could be 
argued that Boyce is something of an unreliable witness (although, importantly, with 
nothing to gain from lying). The Coupmaster unexpectedly becoming U.S. ambassador to 
Australia could conceivably be a coincidence, although one might have to stretch the 
usage of the word coincidence almost to breaking point. For my arguments here, though, 
none of this really matters. I, and many others besides, have more than established the 
distinct possibility that a coup d’état took place in Australia in 1975. The fact that it is so 
rarely discussed and never written about in fiction, and what this says of Australian 
writers, is what interests me. 
My intention is not to steer this PhD into the direction of conspiracy theorising, 
but I would suggest that the scarcity with which the subject of the coup is raised in 
Australian conversation in general, and literary discourse in particular, is extraordinarily 
telling. And I want to suggest that the staggering silence on the subject in our national 
literature is scandalous. I further suggest that this artistic lacuna speaks eloquently to the 
idea of improper remembering, illustrating profoundly settler Australia’s propensity for 
wilful amnesia. The next chapter will explore some of the questions non-Indigenous 
South African writers asked themselves in the wake of apartheid, and it is worth bearing 
in mind the astounding differences. Suffice it to say for now that, compared to enquiries 
being made in J. M. Coetzee’s aptly titled Disgrace, the subjects settler Australians 
choose not to broach in their literature are a tragically sad indictment by comparison.16 
As such, I would label the interplay between remembering and forgetting in 
Australian writing as two examples of battles in a memory war being staged right under 
out noses, here in this country, without us even knowing it. The better known memory 
wars of the 1990s centred on disputing Freud’s legacy through the putative discrediting 
of recovered memories.17 I would suggest that these wars still rage on here in Australia, 
but in another form. Is it possible that literature is the best weapon settler Australians 
have to defend themselves with?  
                                                
16 As far as the dismissal is concerned, fictional representations consist really only of Carey’s novel and a 
by the numbers 1983 television mini-series, with no mention of anything nefarious whatsoever. Carey’s 
novel uses the dismissal  - which it also refers to as ‘the coup’ – mainly as backdrop, so it is no 
exaggeration to describe the artistic silence on the subject as staggering.  
17 The seminal text here is Crews. 
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If this is so, then the art of storytelling takes on even more importance than it has 
hitherto been understood to have possessed. If a nation is ill with forgetting, and creative 
writing – as I declare – can make it well again, then the role of authors becomes one that 
involves, to some degree, responsibility to this pronouncement. This was my fervent hope 
and something I was keenly aware of during the practice of writing of my own novel. In 
the chapters that follow, I will continue to examine the development of this process for 
both myself and other authors interested in writing as healing. 
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Chapter Two 
 
Thinking More Boldly about How the 
Past Produces the Present: Disgrace and 
The Gauche Intruder 
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If the writing of fiction can be a curative process, it is prudent to examine historic 
examples of where this has been the case. Interestingly, there is a paucity but not exactly 
a shortage of academic texts that explore, at least partially, this phenomenon. Some of 
these, most tellingly Jennifer Rutherford’s The Gauche Intruder: Freud, Lacan and the 
White Australia Fantasy, are examined below. Firstly, however, I wish to turn my 
attention to an example of a fictional text that I believe can act as an exemplar for non-
Indigenous Australian writers concerned with their country’s dark colonial history. J. M. 
Coetzee’s novel Disgrace, I suggest, can play an important part in refining non-
Indigenous Australian writing’s role in de-problematizing this historic malaise.  
 
2.1  Can Australia Learn from Post-apartheid South Africa? Disgrace and 
Radical Solutions. 
 
In Disgrace, non-Indigenous South African author J. M. Coetzee tells the story of David 
Lurie, a university lecturer who falls foul of school authorities due to an affair he 
conducts with a student. In an obvious reference to his country’s controversial Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission, which was set up by the post-apartheid government in an 
attempt to deal with the wrongs of the apartheid era, and was roughly contemporaneous 
with the writing of the novel, Coetzee has Lurie refuse to offer a confession of 
straightforward guilt and, as a result, he is effectively banished to the countryside to 
reside in a farmhouse with his estranged daughter, Lucy. Here, it could be argued that the 
ghosts of colonialism past return to haunt the settler family and are historically reversed 
when Lucy is raped by Indigenous inhabitants. 
‘I think I am in their territory,’ Lucy tells her father when they discuss the 
consequences of her rape, going on to say this:  
 
But isn’t there another way of looking at it David? What if… 
what if that is the price one has to pay for staying on? Perhaps 
that is how they look at it; perhaps that is how I should look at it 
too. They see me as owing something. They see themselves as 
debt collectors, tax collectors. Why should I be allowed to live 
here without paying (158 emphasis in original)? 
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Not surprisingly perhaps, this particular section of the book caused enormous controversy 
when Disgrace was released in Coetzee’s home country (Donadio in Williams 25). 
According to Head, instead of seeing the depiction of the rape ‘as a figure for an aspect of 
postcolonial historical process’ the ruling African National Congress in post-apartheid 
South Africa ‘moved to condemn its depiction of black violence, finding therein a racist 
perspective and the promotion of racial hatred’ (2). 
Head acknowledges that ‘the rape of a white woman by a black man is a recurring 
topos in the discourse of racism’ (76), but he then goes on to state: 
 
Coetzee encourages his readers to supply a template of meaning 
which must then be reevaluated because of its evident 
incompleteness or because of the complicity it has seemed to 
encourage… and this process puts the reader in the situation of 
the archetypal colonizer, armed with pre-given codes for 
understanding the world, and bringing discovered territories of 
people to order (78). 
 
 
Head further argues that:  
 
The text entraps us by eliciting this response… This opens up the 
realm of the literary in a compelling way, enabling Coetzee to 
move his readers to empathise with Lurie’s position, regardless of 
the fact that such readers might be immune to the persuasion of 
rational argument on this matter (80). 
 
 
I contend that this entrapment of his readers by Coetzee, something I would suggest is 
better characterised as radical manipulation, indeed opens up the realms of literature in 
startlingly new and interesting ways. In fact, Coetzee’s tactics here represent what I see 
as a successful attempt to exercise the power of writing to play a part in the changing of 
attitudes and, consequently, lives and histories. But despite the fact that interpreting 
Coetzee’s intentions in this part of his book represent the main emphasis of this chapter 
of my PhD, it is worth pausing here to acknowledge the extraordinarily problematic 
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nature of a white male such as myself discussing a depiction of the rape of a woman by 
Indigenous South Africans.  
That I am analysing the representation of an incident of rape rather than an actual 
case seems an important distinction, as does the fact that I am attempting to do so in order 
to offer the potential solution to the problem of historical amnesia in non-Indigenous 
Australian writing. But despite this, there is possibly no escape from the argument that I 
am myself performing an act of colonisation in pressing on regardless. A case could be 
made that I am, in some way, extolling Lucy Lurie’s attitude towards her own rape, and 
this would be difficult to deny. But another important distinction – perhaps the most 
important of all – is that this is a fictional rape, and I do not think that I would be able to 
treat a real instance of this crime in a similar manner. And if, as Roiland noted in the 
epigraph to Chapter One of this dissertation, awareness is the present tense of memory, 
perhaps a case can be made that my knowledge of the challenging nature of my 
endeavours here is enough to permit my place in the conversation, at least for now. 
The power of Lucy Lurie’s assertion is that it suggests that her being raped, and 
the associated trauma, is somehow the consequence of her country’s colonial past, and 
this connotes an engagement with that past unprecedented in literature. That this is 
something that deserves to be analysed more thoroughly than it has been until now seems 
axiomatic, especially in the context of the focus of this dissertation.  
It is worth beginning this process with a brief acknowledgement of the differences 
between blame and responsibility. It can be argued that Lucy Lurie is talking about the 
latter and decidedly not the former. I also think that the two are often historically and 
personally conflated, which is a mistake that might explain, among other things, the 
length of time Indigenous Australians needed to wait for an official apology from their 
government.  
Returning to Disgrace, I suggest that this passage in the novel represents a type of 
thinking on Coetzee’s part much bolder in its answer to the question of how the past 
produces the present. I would go so far as to call it a ‘proper’ remembering in order to 
forget as posited by Zizek or Healy. And I further suggest that non-Indigenous Australian 
fiction writing urgently needs to engage with its own colonial past in an equally forward 
thinking and radical manner for the sake of the country’s future mental health.  
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This scene in Disgrace has been discussed by critics and literary theorists, mostly 
in a negative light.18 Stratton, for example, says that ‘the rape of Lucy signifies in the 
narrative a shift from white to black power and authority in South Africa’ (89). While on 
the one hand this can be seen as so, another reading might suggest that the scene is not as 
simplistic as Stratton implies, and none of the analysis on the subject has contemplated 
the consequences for a new reading of postcolonialism derived from the character’s 
reaction to the incident. Of particular import to a reading such as this might be a 
concentration on the way Lucy Lurie’s examination of the event leads to a question 
central to any such exploration, perhaps any meaningful exploration at all: ‘isn’t there 
another way of looking at it?’ 
I suggest that Coetzee’s critics in this instance have missed the point of this 
section of his narrative entirely. At the very least they have failed to consider that the 
author’s intention is in opposition to the promotion of racism or simply signalling a shift 
in political power. While, naturally, no-one condones the act of rape – perpetrated by 
races of any colour upon victims of any type – it is Lucy Lurie’s attitude to her ordeal 
that is important for my argument here. I find it extraordinarily difficult to imagine a 
settler Australian character in a novel written by a non-Indigenous author acting in a 
similar manner. The salient detail in this statement is based on the fact that, along with 
the more common emotions of fear and hatred and anger that ‘should’ be experienced by 
victims of such crimes, Lucy Lurie’s attitude is one of looking towards the future in the 
best way she can manage, despite the obvious trauma she is experiencing. She takes at 
least partial responsibility (not blame) for the colonial past and asks herself important 
questions about exactly how the incident should be viewed. Her answer, as discussed 
above, is that her rape should be examined in light of the notion that ‘that is the price we 
pay for staying on’. Regardless of whether or not the reader, or the writer (indeed, even 
this writer) agrees with her conclusions, her historicizing of her own ordeal represents a 
profound engagement with the deeper issues at stake in truly meaningful postcolonial 
literature: hard questions must be posed, this text tells us. Regardless of the answers, or 
whether or not we like them (even whether or not we like the questions), it is important 
that a thorough and unambiguous self-examination takes place. 
                                                
18 See, for example, Kossew, Meffan & Worthington, but especially Stratton. 
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As such, my argument is that it is a matter of profound urgency that non-
Indigenous Australian writers begin asking similarly hard questions. Some of these hard 
questions might possibly sound like the following: is this still a racist country? Has 
Australia’s past historical wrongs towards Indigenous inhabitants made us ill as a nation? 
Are our great grandparents guilty of genocide? Do we, modern settler Australians, share 
responsibility for this crime? Most importantly, perhaps: what shall we do about it now? I 
do not pretend to have all or even any of the answers, but as this PhD demonstrates, one 
way in which these questions can be addressed, and the first step prior to anything 
meaningful being achieved in this regard, is acceptance through memory. This 
questioning in writing and literature seems to me the first stage of such a process, a 
process that might stimulate both Zizek’s and Healy’s paradoxes of remembering in order 
to forget. 
According to Diala: 
 
The fields of South African literature since 1990 are the tension 
between memory and amnesia, emphasizing the role of culture in 
limiting or enabling new forms of understanding… By their 
[South African writers] evocation of the past, they strive to 
exorcise the present of its enduring trauma (68). 
 
 
It is worth noting that Lucy Lurie’s historic reading of her trauma is something that 
Indigenous cultures in all postcolonial societies are forced to endure, and examination of 
such trauma by non-Indigenous writers from an opposing perspective is an important step 
towards true understanding of a postcolonial past. Due to Coetzee’s novel, this work has 
begun in non-Indigenous South African literature. In Australian literature, my contention 
is that the need for similar examination is equally urgent. 
Atwell claims that ‘Both in his mode of access to the culture and in his themes, 
Coetzee is an intimate and effective participant in opening up new discursive 
possibilities’ (32), and that: 
 
Coetzee’s candid return to colonialism’s founding moments of 
violence represents an attempt to break through the crust of 
contemporary ideology… A noteworthy feature of this critique is 
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Coetzee’s refusal to offer an easy vantage point from which one 
might gaze on the fictional subject in full self-possession: the 
narrating subject resides in its history (36 emphasis in original). 
 
 
Lucy Lurie’s attitude to her rape perhaps offers the supreme example of this opening up 
of new discursive possibilities and circumvention of easy ethical labels in Coetzee’s – or, 
for that matter, any other writer’s – work. Is it possible that the way Lucy Lurie resides in 
her history, even when she is under incredible duress, points the way towards a self-
confrontational acceptance and subsequent moving on from that history unavailable to 
someone who has simply forgotten or refuses to acknowledge the past? Kossew argues 
that ‘Just as the text is reluctant to assign easy ethical labels to David’s sexual 
behaviour… so the text problematizes notions of repentance and forgiveness’ (159).      
Refusing to acknowledge that a country’s past – whether South Africa’s or Australia’s – 
is at the very least problematic, and, as Kossew point out, further refusal to recognise 
notions of forgiveness and repentance are inherent in this problem. This attitude to 
‘forgotten’ events represents a turning away from history without the prerequisite 
remembering that will bring about ‘healthy’, proper forgetting, a turning away in direct 
opposition to Lucy Lurie’s actions in Disgrace. 
‘It is Lucy’s acknowledgment,’ Kossew then identifies, ‘of her having to share the 
land, to make compromises, that enables her to take tentative steps towards overcoming 
her disgrace and finding a way of living in a future South Africa that does not entail just 
guilt and punishment’ (161). The evidence presented so far in this PhD suggests that non-
Indigenous Australian fiction writers are for the most part unwilling or disinterested in 
creating characters with similar attitudes to their country’s own historical wrongs. They 
also appear profoundly reluctant to invest in writing that is willing to make these 
compromises and take steps towards overcoming its own disgrace.19 This could be 
viewed as an important element in the process of moving towards a meaningful 
postcolonial society, and non-Indigenous Australian fiction writers can have a valuable 
role in that process. It is my hope that reading Coetzee’s Disgrace with this potential for 
a change in our own writing in mind should have the effect of emboldening non-
                                                
19 Again, with notable exceptions of Kate Grenville and Gail Jones, mentioned above. 
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Indigenous Australian writers. This, in turn, will play a small role in the ‘proper’ 
remembering of the events under scrutiny in this dissertation.  
Naturally, the task of helping a society move into a meaningful postcolonial state 
and achieving true reconciliation is too immense for any one writer, perhaps even any 
one field, and I naturally hope that those who take up this formidable challenge will be 
many. But by beginning the process of remembering in small ways, this writer hopes to 
have produced a novel that will, over time, enact positive change. This is a thesis that I 
intend to explore further in chapters three and four of this dissertation, where concrete 
examples of this process will be examined in much more detail. For now, I will only state 
what should be a truism but sadly is not, or at least not yet: dialogue between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous writers, both aware of the ‘proper’ history between them, can only 
enrich and enliven Australian writing and Australian culture more broadly. At the 
moment, one side of this equation seems to be solidly in place, while the second is 
decidedly not, or at least not yet. 
 
2.2  Embracing Disgrace: Myth Breaking with The Gauche Intruder 
 
‘Some works reinforce the myths of our culture, others dissect these myths. In our time 
and place, it is the latter kind of work that seems to me more urgent.’20 
 
In his paper ‘Embracing Disgrace: Writing from the Darkside’, Williams examines the 
uses that might be made of Coetzee’s eponymous novel in the classroom, and it is my 
assertion that these uses can be extrapolated to writing and literature studies more widely, 
and from there to the realm of everyday life. Williams argues that the text is not only ‘an 
exemplar for narrative craft and technical innovation’, but that it can ‘teach us much 
about writing the counter voices of our own lives with honesty, courage and skill’ (250). 
Williams also introduces the phrase ‘deep reading’, arguing that this kind of 
attention is ‘a measure of our depth as writers’ (252). This reminds me of the Indigenous 
                                                
20 Coetzee, quoted in Olsen. Note the similarity to a statement made by the American writer David Foster 
Wallace, examined below: ‘Who is to blame for the unseriousness of our serious fiction? The culture? The 
laughers? But they wouldn’t (could not) laugh if a piece of morally passionate, passionately moral fiction 
was also ingenious and radically human fiction. But how to make it that? How – for a writer today, even a 
talented writer today – to get up the guts to even try?’ 
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Australian practice of deep listening, or dadirri, and it is a term that has enormous 
relevance for this PhD. Korf explains dadirri in the following terms:  
 
Aboriginal people passed on stories orally as they knew no 
writing. Listening to the story-teller was vital to reproduce the 
story accurately to the next generation of story-tellers. Deep 
listening describes the processes of deep and respectful listening 
to build community—a way of encouraging people to explore and 
learn from the ancient heritage of Aboriginal culture, knowledge 
and understanding’ (1). 
 
 
For my purposes in this chapter, a deep reading of Disgrace through the lens of Williams’ 
study suggests that the novel does indeed present as a paradigm for radical solutions to 
the problem of Australian racism. Williams characterises this kind of writing under the 
rubric of what he calls ‘countervoices’ (250). My personal experiences lead me to see 
punk in often unusual places, and I would suggest this as a more apt label, although the 
terminology one uses is, to a certain extent, beside the point. Rather, it is the effect this 
writing can have that I am more interested in. As Williams states: 
 
When teaching students this novel, my first piece of advice is this: 
a great book cannot come from a trivial concept. Write about 
something deep, profound, disturbing and rich. Be honest. 
Undermine surface… Are we going to perpetuate the status quo, 
and lull our readers into complacent acceptance of their received 
notions of culture, or are we going to dissect these myths and 
disturb the deep waters of our culture? For our writing to have 
gravitas, we must wrestle with the dark shadows of our 
civilisation (252). 
 
 
This dissection of myths in consonance with what Williams is suggesting is a function I 
have always intend that my novel should perform, and it is in this sense also that 
Disgrace can be viewed as an exemplar text.  
One of the great Australian myths, I suggest, one that urgently needs to have its 
‘deep waters’ destabilised is that of this country as a place of egalitarianism and 
tolerance. Australia, so the myth goes, is a ‘good’ place where everyone, including – 
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theoretically – Indigenous people, are entitled to the fabled fair go. An extreme 
problematising of this Australian ‘good’ is outlined dramatically well in Jennifer 
Rutherford’s The Gauche Intruder: Freud, Lacan and the White Australia Fantasy. 
There are several important keys to a comprehensive understanding of 
Rutherford’s brave and extraordinarily challenging book. Paramount amongst these 
solutions are other texts: Lacan’s The Ethics of Psychoanalysis, Freud’s Civilization and 
its Discontents and, to a lesser extent, the same author’s Totem and Taboo. Among 
Rutherford’s secondary influences – and also vital to an appreciation of her sophisticated 
and original argument – are Colonial Australian literature: Marcus Clarke and Henry 
Handel Richardson, to name just two; what might loosely be termed postcolonial 
literature: Tim Winton and David Malouf; and, most importantly for Rutherford (and 
most interestingly for my own work), Patrick White. To be more accurate, it should be 
pointed out that Rutherford is more interested in the reaction to Patrick White’s work in 
this country, which she documents and interprets in an alarmingly counter discursive 
manner, so much so that the text becomes an against-the-grain reading similar to Edward 
Said’s profoundly influential ‘Jane Austin and Empire’. 
The kernel of Rutherford’s argument is as follows: at the heart of racism in this 
country is the notion of an ‘Australian good’ that the Other is trying to steal, or make her/ 
his own. The formation of this notion, she argues, is at the heart of Australian morality 
and aggressive Australian ‘neighbourly-ness’. (One is reminded here of the almost deadly 
friendliness of the characters in texts such as Wake In Fright, but we could just as easily 
be talking about the travails of the non-drinker at any Australian barbeque). The author 
illuminates the prevalence of the notion of this ‘good’ and traces its history by accessing 
literature from Richardson’s The Fortunes of Richard Mahoney to Winton’s The Riders, 
and convincingly arguing that these, as well as several other texts, propagate this notion 
both directly and indirectly and even continue to do so in a supposedly multicultural 
‘new’ Australia. At the end of the book, Rutherford then turns to White, arguing that his 
great Australian emptiness was the antithesis of the Australian good and goes a long way 
towards explaining the often brutal criticism White endured from Australian critics – 
though, interestingly, not overseas ones – during his career. 
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Rutherford then employs Lacanian psychoanalytical theory to further her 
argument. She explores Lacan’s notion of the Thing, extrapolating this to describe an 
Australian Thing, as well as investigating Lacan’s work on desire, loss and lack to posit a 
case for a uniquely Australian racism and its discontents involving not only aggression 
towards the Other but an inward aggression directed at the self. Interestingly, she is at 
pains to point out that she is not offering a cure for this state, arguing that ‘In drawing on 
Lacan’s ethics to analyse the fantasy domain of the Australian good, we can illuminate a 
collective psychopathology, but a “cure” is not on offer’ (204). She then goes on to say 
that ‘Australian culture is not an analysand that can find its proper rapport to death. There 
is no end to cultural analysis, no cure, no act, that can end a necessarily interminable 
analysis’ (207). This is both an interesting departure point from and a challenge to my 
own research in the coming chapters on the role of literature in healing similar ills to 
those Rutherford is exploring. 
Having said that, I suspect that the author is perhaps being slightly disingenuous, 
perhaps modest, here. In the book’s last pages, she says that ‘The ethical orientation that 
we can draw from Lacanian ethics is an ethics of speaking well. Of speaking against the 
grain of the good and its incumbent fantasies’ (208). Then, in the concluding paragraph, 
Rutherford says the following: 
 
[L]isten with both an ear to the unconscious and an ear to the 
Other. Otherness which has been so unfathomable and so unheard 
in the history of white Australia is what we must learn to hear on 
the far side of the Australian good (209).  
 
 
For me, this suggests that the problems both Rutherford and I are investigating are 
perhaps not quite as interminable as she intimates. The idea of ‘speaking well’ while 
undergoing the investigative research of this PhD, being conscious of always attempting 
to do so against the grain, or using what Williams calls countervoices (what I might call 
punk, or its relation Situationism) will, I hope, turn out to provide new solutions to the 
problem of Australian forgetting, and the sickness of racism that this is the precursor of. 
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The sections in Rutherford’s book concerning White are of especial interest to 
me, as my argument above that a re-reading of Voss in relation to Australian racism is a 
prerequisite in remembering to forget is also an important element of this thesis. But one 
important distinction the book fails to explore and one that I would like to briefly 
examine here as it relates to my research is the dichotomy between what I would loosely 
term the two Australias. On one side of the spectrum, broadly speaking, we have 
suburban and rural Australia and on the other its inner city areas. In the latter, the power 
of the imaginary Rutherford is at such pains to document is, I would argue, beginning to 
have a much weaker hold, possibly very little hold at all.  
Is it worth asking ourselves, as we read Rutherford’s work, what effect forty or 
fifty years of university students in Fitzroy terrace houses reading feminist theory (and 
Disgrace perhaps) has had on the notion of Australian goodness? I would argue quite a 
lot. This is not even to begin talking about ‘white’ Australia’s interaction with Asian-
ness, Aboriginality, Green-ness, gay-ness, each with their own attendant cultures of 
discourse and tropes undermining the homogeneity of what Rutherford would have us 
think – probably rightly, it should be pointed out – is, sadly, still the dominant Australian 
cultural paradigm. My point here is only that this dominant paradigm is changing, albeit 
slowly, and that this change seems largely (psycho)geographic at the moment. 
Nonetheless, acknowledgement of its existence seems germane in a PhD such as this one 
concerned with wellness and writing and the self – intricately tied up, at least in my case, 
with place. I will return to this connection between wellness and place, via Situationism, 
in the conclusion of this PhD. 
 
The novel we write is a problem we are posing, and our intention 
is to dissect myths rather than reinforce them, to ‘go to the nerve 
centre of being’. We need to give ourselves licence to explore our 
counter selves (Williams 259). 
 
 
In the writing of my novel, part of what I am attempting is to enact a dialogue between 
my own counter self and the person I have attempted to become. If what Rutherford 
suggests is true, the accident of my birth into a lower working class psychogeography 
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would have had this self imbued by culture with the notion that she terms the Australian 
good. This ‘good’ could also be described more plainly as racist, homophobic and Other-
fearing in general. It is, unfortunately, not difficult for me to picture this as a fate that 
might well have befallen me. A significant part of the reason it did not is culturo-
geographical: as outlined above, I moved from the suburbs to the inner city in my late 
teens. But an even more significant reason, again explored above, has to do with the 
books that I read, the films I saw and the music I listened to once I was there: 
countercultural texts suggestive of paradigms wildly different to anything I had 
experienced to that point. Williams claims that Coetzee’s book inspires his students to 
write what he calls ‘outlanguage’, a term he then goes on to explain as a circling of ‘the 
black hole of dark selves that cannot be expressed in language’. ‘What is left out,’ he 
says, ‘is not only significant but it is what we ache for, another story untold’ (259). 
 
2. 3  New History: Looking Back in Order to Look Forward 
 
A close reading of the political implications for Australian literature of Lucy Lurie’s 
attitude to her rape in Disgrace and a re-reading of Patrick White’s Voss with an eye to 
the beauty and healing power of failure are important nodes of understanding on the path 
to a proper remembering of Australia’s colonial past. This is an Australian past that, as 
Rutherford points out, is not good as we have been led to believe. Moreover, this kind of 
thinking has the potential to lead to meaningful reconciliation and, ultimately, this writer 
hopes, national mental health. 
Langton and Zizek establish that a critical argument can be made for Australia 
being mentally ill as a nation due to its inability or unwillingness to properly remember 
its past. This argument can then be extended to suggest that such a proper remembering 
of past historical events will serve as a precursor to their forgetting and actually become a 
cure for this sickness. 
White and the theory surrounding his work can alert Australians to the important 
paradox that historical failures, such as the one depicted in Voss, can be recognised as 
such and not misrepresented as historical heroism. This proper remembering can then be 
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used to Australia’s advantage by being codified as the first steps along the road to true 
reconciliation.  
Coetzee and much of the scholarship surrounding Disgrace – specifically that 
concerned with Lucy Lurie’s historicizing of her rape – can function as unambiguous 
signposts on this road, pointing the way towards Australia dealing proactively with its 
own disgrace by historicizing it, too, and meditating on the price settler Australia has to 
pay. 
The countervoices inherent in the telling of these kinds of imaginings may take 
Australia to places in regard to meaningful reconciliation that it perhaps never wanted to 
concede existed. This equates to something like a new knowledge of our history, brought 
into focus by non-Indigenous Australian writing concerned deeply both with forgetting 
and remembering. 
At the conclusion of part one of my dissertation, these are what I claim are the 
potential benefits of looking back at Australian history with something like bolder new 
eyes, freshly focused by the likes of Coetzee, Rutherford and White. In the following 
part, ‘Looking Forward’, I will examine more closely the practice of writing as healing, 
as well as interrogate existing examples of authors who have attempted to enact in their 
work the curative potential of the written word. 
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Part Two 
looking forward  
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Chapter Three 
 
Healing Words: Literary Intervention 
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The idea of new history is all well and good. Looking back in order to look forward 
sounds practical in theory. But such dramatic change generally requires intervention. 
Often, the past has shown us, these interventions can be violent and oppressive: 
revolutions, coups d’état, the chopping off of French heads. More often than not, 
profound social change leads simply to new oppressors, hiding behind the scurrilous lie 
of different guises. 
In this chapter, I explore the idea of a literary intervention in order to effect 
change in representations of Australia’s historic past, particularly the question of what 
healing writing might mean for this country’s future. I begin with cursory examinations 
of art therapies before moving on to what might be called more direct action solutions to 
the problem of improper Australian remembering established in the first part of this 
dissertation. 
 
3.1  Art Therapy: What’s in a name? 
 
“There is nothing with a name that human beings cannot bear”21 
 
As a descendant of both allopathic and homeopathic medicine, art therapy is widely 
regarded, along with other therapies such as psychotherapy and physical therapy, as a 
cornerstone of modern medical practice, albeit perhaps a slightly eccentric one.22 Yet 
despite the doubts, art therapy continues to be an impactful branch of medicine, 
evidenced by its prevalence in the field as well as the intellectual rigour of its key 
academics. And, as its name strongly suggests, the key aim of art therapy is that of 
healing, employing the techniques of transference between patient and therapist 
                                                
21 First told to me by a writing teacher in high school, and wrongfully attributed, at the time, to Euripides (I 
have never been able to find out who said it), this is a ‘quote’ that has stuck with me like glue ever since. 
Like Marcus’s connections between the Situationists and the punks in Lipstick Traces, there is a strong 
sense inherent here of history not formed yet. In other words, this idea was always going to part of my 
research, I always knew it was going to be so, I just wasn’t aware that I knew it. It also dovetails reasonably 
nicely with this statement from Danish author Isak Dinesen: ‘All sorrows can be born if you put them in a 
story,’ used as an epigraph in Jones, A. 
22 Despite the rigour underpinning the research, there remains something of the taste of pop psychology 
attached to art therapy. For an intelligent examination of the persistence of this view, as well as a fine 
counter argument, see Anderson. 
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concerning the patient’s artworks, which can be in any medium, including but not limited 
to, music drawing, painting or writing.23 
Although this thesis does not concern itself directly with art therapy, a brief 
discussion of this discipline’s origins is germane for contextualising the historicity of the 
aims and objectives of this project. To not acknowledge art therapy’s existence, as well as 
its derivative, bibliotherapy, would seem almost disingenuous. Further, I suggest that The 
Sex Pistols worked much the same way for me, in the story cited in the preface, as art 
therapy has been shown to do for others below.   
Anderson notes that there is strong support for the view of art therapy as 
something of a junk science. He quotes Greenhalgh, who says that: ‘It seems frankly 
implausible that a total of 60 minutes writing on a subject unrelated to the disease should 
have a clinically significant impact on two different chronic diseases four months later’ 
(ix). Anderson then quotes Greenhalgh again, and her bemoaning of the fact that art 
therapy in general is oftentimes ‘marketed to the public through the same channels as 
Billy Graham and the F Plan diet’ (ix). 
Art therapy, according to Vick, developed contemporaneously with the end of the 
Second World War. It attracted attention from prominent thinkers such as Adrian Hill and 
Edward Adamson in the U.K.; and Margaret Naumburg in the U.S.24 Vick describes 
Hill’s contribution to art therapy as creating ‘a form of psychotherapy that placed art 
practices and interventions alongside talk as the central modality of treatment’ (7 my 
emphasis). Vick also refers to Naumburg as the ‘mother of art therapy’ and notes that she 
was the first to write of the discipline, conceiving it to be ‘largely analogous to the 
psychoanalytic practices of the day. The client’s art productions were viewed as symbolic 
communications of unconscious material in a direct, uncensored and concrete form’ (9). 
Adamson is often seen, as in Hogan, as a champion of practice led art therapy: 
‘Adamson said that it was the making of the artworks which was healing, not the talking 
about it’ (263). Hogan then goes on to explain that ‘this has sometimes been 
misinterpreted as an atheoretical stance’ (269). One could easily imagine similar criticism 
                                                
23 See, for example, Naumburg. 
24 See Hill, (1945) and (1951), Adamson and Naumburg. This is a wildly small selection of the works of 
these three writers, to say nothing of other practitioners, the point being that this is too vast a field to be 
explored any more than perfunctorily here. 
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being levelled at a practice-led PhD such as this one, and it is for this reason also – not 
simply Adamson’s seminal standing in the field – that his work comes under examination 
here. 
Again drawing parallels with the practice-led PhD, most of Hill’s reputation as an 
art therapy pioneer appears to derive from the fact that he was an artist, rather than a 
psychotherapist, a practitioner, rather than a theorist, approaching his work from what we 
would now term a ‘hands on’ perspective. Hill was famous for learning as he went, 
inventing the beginnings of a new field as he worked. More than anything else, though, 
Hill has gone down in the history of art therapy as being the first to coin the term. As 
Karkou et al explain: 
 
During this period [post World War Two] artists, psychiatrists 
and psychotherapists started recognizing the therapeutic value of 
the arts but continued working largely independently and in a 
highly eclectic way. Artists such as Adrian Hill and Edward 
Adamson are reported as making important contributions to the 
development of art therapy (88). 
 
 
Tellingly, Karkou et al. do not elaborate on these ‘contributions’, preferring rather to 
continue what presents as the enshrinement of these two men in the literature as totemic 
pioneers. Potash et al. do much the same, mentioning only that ‘Early art therapy 
pioneers such as Hill… discovered through experience the benefit of offering art 
materials to those in need of emotional healing and psychological growth’ (143). From 
this, it is possible to infer that the question of exactly what is in a name is a decidedly 
important one. As the epigraph to this section suggests, naming what ails us helps us cope 
with the difficulty inherent in those ailments, as well as providing a valuable starting 
point leading towards recovery. This attitude has been codified in current times as 
conventional wisdom, but it is in art therapy that we see the formation of this thinking’s 
stature as something approaching formal truth. We also witness the esteem afforded art 
therapy’s early practitioners simply for giving the nascent discipline a title.  
Hill also made further contributions to the field beyond simply naming the 
discipline, being the first person to recognise and write about art therapy in its most basic 
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form. Contemporary reviews of his first book, Art versus Illness, as well as retrospective 
discussion of his work in texts such as Waller’s Becoming a Profession: The History of 
Art Therapy in Britain, 1940-82, tell the story of his pioneering attempts to have art 
therapy recognised as legitimate praxis and the enthusiasm with which this endeavour 
was met. A contemporary review in The British Journal of Nursing calls Art versus 
Illness ‘inspiring’, ‘of extraordinary interest and originality’ and even goes so far as to 
compare Hill to Florence Nightingale. It closes by suggesting that Art versus Illness 
should be placed in every sanatorium and hospital library (16).  
Waller outlines something of Hill’s vision for art therapy and, although his idea of 
socialised medicine has, spectacularly, not come to pass, it is possible to argue that his 
idea for the role of art therapy within medicine, socialised or otherwise, decidedly has. As 
Waller states: 
 
His vision, then, was of a new democratic state in which the 
National Health Service would replace private medicine and the 
Welfare State ensure a secure future for all. Art would have a 
central role to play in such a state… Hill continued to work 
tirelessly for his concept of art therapy, and it was his influence… 
which led to the formation of the British Association of Art 
Therapists (51). 
 
 
Waller also elucidates some details of Hill’s methods, stating that, ‘Hill believed that art 
might have the power to restore lost health, but this could only be a certain kind of art. 
For example, Hill thought that when a patient’s physical resistance was at its lowest, their 
imaginative powers rose to a high level, only to fall on recovery to a “pictorial 
commonplace”’ (47).  
As well as being considered ‘a significant pioneer of art therapy’ (Hogan 268), 
Edward Adamson’s most notable contribution to the field appears to be his development 
of what has become known as a non-interventionist approach on the part of the art 
therapist towards her patients and the work they do. This, Hogan explains: ‘was to 
influence many art therapists’. Hogan also notes that: ‘Dianne Waller points to a close 
link between Adamson’s passive role and that adopted by progressive educators such as 
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John Dewey and Herbert Read’ (267). That progressive education should have 
resonances for this PhD is hardly surprising, given its interest in potential new 
approaches to creative writing. Adamson himself was also vocal on the subject of this 
radical new approach of leaving patients alone to do their work: 
 
The actual “therapy” is purely incidental. The important thing is 
the art! You see, it's therapeutic for patients to walk across the 
hospital grounds to get to the studio. If they're going to sit in a 
group of patients, it's therapeutic. But the great thing is the actual 
art they are producing: that's the thing that is getting them better. 
The mere fact that they put their brush to paper and try and paint 
(Sefial 49). 
 
 
Adamson’s pioneering non interventionist approach to art therapy begs the obvious 
question of how this practice coalesces with that of Lucia M. Suarez, whose work will be 
explored below. Suarez argues strongly that art, specifically writing, has a much more 
direct, almost political role to play in healing not only personal but also historical 
traumas, practically an antithetical approach to that of Adamson. Nonetheless, there is a 
paradoxically interesting relatedness that exists between Adamson’s non-interventionist 
ethos and Suarez’s aggressive interpretation of the purpose of art. This kinship is an as 
yet unformed melding of praxis that – at first glance – appears idiosyncratic at best. It is 
my intention, though, to create a bridge between these two seemingly disparate styles. In 
doing so, I hope to be able to illustrate succinctly that the commonalities between art 
therapy and what I am calling writing as healing are more numerous than their divisions. 
Before doing so, however, the third art therapy pioneer whose work I would like 
to explore in more detail is Margaret Naumburg. Naumburg’s pioneering work in 
bringing art therapy into the established sciences is not unrelated to the bridge I am 
talking about building between passive and active attitudes towards therapy. According to 
Arnheim: 
 
The [archaeological pioneer] Heinrich Schliemann of art therapy 
was Margaret Naumburg, for it was she who almost single-
handedly developed the new branch of therapy and diagnostics 
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from the progressive trends of education, psychotherapy and 
aesthetics. By the time she died… art therapy had become a 
recognised profession… and practically all the essentials of the 
new theory and technique were worked out in her teaching and 
writing (3). 
 
 
Naumburg called her approach ‘dynamically oriented art therapy’, and its main tenets 
were those of the primacy of the therapeutic modality of art and the recognition of art 
therapy as a unique form of psychotherapy. ‘Perhaps it is in the nature of a new discipline 
that it starts with the great figure of a founder whom nobody in particular has taught the 
things he or she will teach the first generation of regular professionals’ (3). This is 
Arnheim on Naumburg, but, like Marcus’ voices from the past speaking to the present, 
and with a caveat of modesty explaining that I do not see myself as any kind of 
figurehead, it could just as easily be my own declaration of intent for this PhD.  
So, in art therapy we have three distinct practitioners: Hill, who integrated art into 
medicine and developed the theory of peak sickness as a time when a patient’s 
‘imaginative powers’ are at their highest; Adamson, who developed a practice led 
approach; and Naumburg, who wanted art therapy to be a distinct form of psychotherapy. 
How might it be possible to draw these three practitioners’ work together into a cogent 
whole that applies to my interest here in writing as healing for what I have outlined is a 
nation sick with racism? Can peak sickness and the resulting opportunities this presents 
for change be applied to a country as a whole? If, as I have claimed, Australia is a place 
of great mental illness as far as its remembering of postcolonial history is concerned, 
then, following Hill, can the exhilarating supposition be made that it is also, 
paradoxically, in the best position to benefit from therapy? Could adding Adamson’s idea 
of praxis to this mean the possible beginnings of a new discipline concerned with the 
healing power of writing? There are rumblings that this is already happening, especially 
in light of some of the authors under examination below, but I would argue that forward 
momentum for such discourse is desperately needed. Might this new or emerging 
discipline, as Naumburg hoped for her field, align itself meaningfully with another 
practice? Psychotherapy perhaps? Cultural Studies? Or perhaps the discipline of creative 
writing, as is the case with this PhD? 
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Naumburg, Hill and Adamson were all pioneers, working in an as yet unnamed 
field. Hill and Adamson were first and foremost artists. Adamson and Naumburg both 
founded schools, taking the advances in progressive education of the time and using them 
for their own ends and those of their patients. Can a similar outcome be envisioned here 
in Australia in relation to the problems I have outlined? An as yet barely classified area of 
study, beginning in the academy but aiming outwards to the body politic as a whole, 
concerning itself with both the wellbeing of the nation and the individuals contained 
within? Not quite postcolonial studies, not whiteness studies, and not art therapy either, 
but a progressive combination of all three, with creative writing represented as well, and 
some David Foster Wallace, Patrick White and J. M. Coetzee thrown in for good 
measure? 
‘These studies of Miss Naumburg represent progressive steps in a type of research 
that promises much for the future,’ (vi) says Nolan D. C. Lewis, in the foreword to the 
seminal 1947 text; An Introduction to Art Therapy: Studies of the “Free” Art Expression 
of Problem Children and Adolescents as a Means of Diagnosis and Therapy. Few would 
dispute that the future has, at least from the point of view of 1947, indeed arrived. But is 
it possible to imagine another future – just like I did when I first saw The Sex Pistols – 
where the promises of Lewis and Johnny Rotten can coalesce around the idea of 
improving our health and, along with that, also our world? I think it is. Otherwise, writing 
this PhD would seem like something of a fool’s errand.  
A good place to start imaging this future might be bibliotherapy. 
 
3.2  Don’t Pop a Pill, Read a Book: Bibliotherapy and the Medical Humanities 
 
On February 26, 2013, an article appeared in the lifestyle section of The Age with the 
headline: ‘Don’t Pop a Pill, Read a Book’. In the piece, journalist Sandy Smith explained 
that a pilot program, Books on Prescription, was being set up in New South Wales, at a 
cost to the taxpayer of $71,000, whereby doctors could recommend books for ailments 
including stress, anxiety, grief and depression, rather than more traditional medicines. 
The titles on the list included some quasi self-help type fair: Life with the Lid Off by 
Nicola Hodgkinson and the anthology Stop What You’re Doing and Read This, but also 
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fictional works such as Tales of the City by Armistead Maupin and The Secret Garden by 
Frances Hodgson Burnett. The pilot replicated a British program of the same name, and 
the fact that it was deemed newsworthy speaks to the outsider status of the notion that 
reading can improve our lives. As I will show, however, using literature to heal oneself 
has a long history. 
As with art therapy, bibliotherapy’s name is more than highly suggestive of its 
aims. This discipline is more specifically concerned with the effects the written word can 
have on health than its better-known cousin. As Floyd explains, ‘bibliotherapy … has 
been shown to be effective as a “stand alone” treatment’ (187). Yet bibliotherapy is 
conspicuously under-researched compared with more general art therapy. Witness, as 
only one example, the title of the essay by Floyd referenced above,25 with its emphasis on 
bibliotherapy as an inherently inferior field to that of psychotherapy, or the fact that 
information on the subject is confined almost exclusively to psychiatric journals.26 Even 
Marrs, writing what he calls a meta-analysis of bibliotherapy studies, says that ‘the faith 
that clinicians have in bibliotherapy seems more based on clinical intuition than empirical 
evidence’ (844). 
As such an under-theorised field, bibliotherapy presents, naturally, as of more 
interest to a PhD student, with the emphasis for such writers on the pursuit of new 
knowledge. Although brief, my examination of the discipline here is important as a 
stepping stone before moving closer to the more fundamental aims of my argument, 
which are more concerned with writing and healing. 
That being said, as any creative writing teacher will tell her students, there is a 
very nearly mystical relationship between reading and writing. One seems to inform the 
other almost by osmosis, and the two are largely inseparable in many writer’s minds, 
including this one’s. Not only do writers write to be read, it is very nearly axiomatic that 
writers themselves are avid readers. I am fond of pointing out to my own creative writing 
students that there may be a writer somewhere in the world that does not read, but not 
                                                
25 ‘Bibliotherapy as an Adjunct to Psychotherapy for Depression in Older Adults’ (my emphasis). 
26 It is also worth noting that the three articles I found most useful in my research here came from The 
Journal of Psychiatric and Mental Health Nursing, The American Journal of Community Psychology and 
Psychosomatic Medicine. That the articles were, arguably, marginalised in professional publications like 
these speaks somewhat to bibliotherapy’s status as a poor cousin of art therapy. 
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only have I never met them, I have never even heard of them, or heard of anyone who 
has heard of them. 
The American author David Foster Wallace, whose work will be examined in 
more detail in the next chapter, puts the health benefits of reading succinctly: 
 
We all suffer alone in the real world; true empathy’s impossible. 
But if a piece of fiction can allow us imaginatively to identify 
with a character’s pain, we might then more easily conceive of 
others identifying with our own. This is nourishing, redemptive; 
we become less alone inside. It might be just that simple. (Burn 
22).  
 
 
Sullivan and Strang claim that bibliotherapy stretches back more than two centuries, 
where ‘the people of ancient Greece, for instance, acclaimed the power of literature by 
inscribing a sign above a library, stating it to be the healing place for the soul’ (74). Other 
academics, such as Katherine Cook, Rick Marrs, and Mark Floyd, all attest to 
bibliotheraphy’s power to provide reductions in psychological malaise of many different 
types. Floyd has already been cited; Cook says that ‘bibliotheraphy uses stories and 
narratives as a pedagogical intervention in the classroom’ (92 my emphasis); and Marrs 
points out the practice’s virtues as ‘a low cost alternative to psychotherapy’ and as a 
‘prevention strategy’ (845). 
As suggested by Cook, much of the literature he has discovered confines itself to 
discussion of bibliotheraphy’s uses in the classroom, one limitation among many inherent 
in this field’s study so far. Another yawning chasm in the literature revolves around 
bibliotherapy’s almost exclusive adherence to the notion of reading only as essential to 
wellbeing. Given this is a creative writing PhD, I would like to spend the rest of this 
chapter exploring scholarship surrounding this concept. This will provide an excellent 
opportunity to celebrate practice in the role of healing through creative writing. 
The first example of this approach to writing and healing concerns a discipline 
known as the medical humanities. Called by Susan Bradley Smith ‘a distant echo of that 
historic call for the advancement of the arts and sciences, still seeking fulfilment’ (10), 
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the medical humanities represents ‘a disciplinary marriage that I enthusiastically 
advocate’ (6) – and this writer, for one, concurs. 
But the very order of the discipline’s nomenclature suggests an inferior role in the 
power dynamic between practitioners of its two constituent elements, and Susan Bradley 
Smith goes as far as asserting directly that ‘one [medicine/ medical practitioners] 
dominates often unscrupulously’ (11).  
I would point out the importance of the fact that Bradley Smith cites this 
imbalance while talking about running writing workshops for doctors. In my reading of 
what are arguably the medical humanities’ two main periodicals, the journals Literature 
and Medicine and The Lancet, I have not noticed a similar disparity. If anything, the 
majority of the articles I have read have concerned themselves with the artistic and 
storytelling side of the ledger. These include: ‘Writing and Healing’, by Anderson, 
‘Telling Stories: the Health Benefits of Narrative’, by Pennebaker, and ‘Why Literature 
and Medicine’, by McLellan and Jones. 
To question further Bradley Smith’s bleak view of the power imbalance present in 
the medical humanities, I would suggest that the existence of the journals cited above 
presents an extraordinary opportunity for writers like myself interested in the healing 
power of words to contribute to what Bradley Smith hopes for in her essay: a marriage 
among equals and the accomplishment of that call for advancement in the dual fields of 
science and art. When Bradley Smith says that her ‘wish for the medical humanities is 
that different conversations can begin to change some of the old fashioned routes that we 
rely on’ (12), my response would be that the space already exists for such a discourse. As 
Bradley Smith suggests, writing can in part begin to be thought about in an applied, even 
a utilitarian way in these spaces. Articles such as those cited above seem to suggest that 
this is indeed already the case. I would argue that all that remains is for scholars and other 
interested parties – perhaps especially those interested in creative writing – to put pen to 
paper more systematically, and to begin adding new voices to an already existing 
conversation. 
One such writer that I consider to be an exciting new voice in this conversation is 
the American academic Lucia M. Suarez. 
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3.3  Literary Intervention 
 
‘If memory can be stolen from the masses by corrupt, powerful leaders, it can be returned 
to the people through literature.’27 
 
As the above epigraph indicates, Suarez has aggressively put pen to paper and admirably 
fills the lacuna that Bradley Smith identifies in the discursive space of the medical 
humanities, contributing a wildly interesting new voice on the subject of writing and 
healing. In her book, The Tears of Hispaniola: Haitian and Dominican Diaspora 
Memory, Suarez examines the work of Haitian and Dominican diaspora writers such as 
Edwidge Danticat and Junot Diaz. She claims that these writers are doing no less than 
staging a ‘literary intervention’ (133) to confront the violence of their pasts, the historical 
violence that ‘haunts’ their history, and the violence and racism that they continue to 
experience in their new home of the United States. Suarez argues that: 
 
Hispaniola’s diaspora writers, I put forth, are pioneers in the 
manner in which they address traumatic events in new ways that 
seek to transform them… Diaspora literature, I insist, refuses to 
let the violence of the past be buried (11). 
 
 
Suarez’s is accurate in identifying the importance of writers transforming traumatic 
historical events through their work, and I suggest that there is no equivalent that occurs 
in Australian writing. Australia’s colonial past continues to remain inexplicably under-
examined in literature, at least from the perspective of non-indigenous writing. There 
appears a deep historical need in Australia to let bygones be bygones, evidenced by the 
deep divisions of the history wars already cited, and manifested by the imagined fear of 
being accused of clinging to a – possibly somehow retrograde – black armband view of 
this country’s history. Problematically adding to this Australian literary lacuna is the 
supposed unknowability of Indigenous matters for non-indigenous people. These 
elements, I argue, combine to create a gaping blank space in Australia’s literary culture, 
                                                
27 Suarez, Lucia M. (2006), The Tears of Hispaniola: Haitian and Dominican Diaspora Memory, 
University Press of Florida, Gainesville, pp. 53. 
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and non-Indigenous Australian writers who ignore this chasm run the risk of becoming at 
best irrelevant and, at worst, a quasi-xenophobic clique. 
I want to propose that Australian writers stage their own intervention similar to 
the one that Suarez describes. There is a historical past that haunts Australian history, too, 
just as profound as that of the Haitian and Dominican history described in Suarez’s book. 
This history is full of violence that Australian writers need to ensure does not remain 
buried, as Suarez’s writers refuse ‘to let the violence of the past be buried’. In order that a 
transformation of these events similar to the one Suarez describes above might take place, 
I argue that Australia’s historical past needs desperately to enter fictional discourse in a 
manner that has only occurred very marginally up until this point. My writing experience 
tells me that the novel can be an important staging point for this practice of changing the 
way we look at our pasts for the better, but a distinction between fictional and academic 
discourse is an important one to make. A shortage of the latter is difficult to argue, as 
evidenced by the articles quoted herein. This is decidedly not the case for non-Indigenous 
Australian creative writing, however. Supporting this thesis of the importance of fictional 
discourse in proper forgetting, Suarez goes on to say: 
 
Fiction is free to make things up, it can offer a concreteness of 
vision that presents rounded characters to whom things happen 
and who do things, that eludes others engaged in the construction 
of national historical records… History – past events that are 
known, and to some extent are agreed upon, whether or not they 
are documented – can be forgotten and/ or retold (47). 
 
 
This passage speaks eloquently to one of the big problems non-Indigenous Australians 
experience when they contemplate Indigenous and non-Indigenous relations in this 
country. For white Australia, relations with black Australians are tied up in many 
complicated ways with a history we, ‘white’ Australia, do not fully understand; or, if we 
do, do not fully acknowledge that we understand. This is represented in Sickness Country 
by my protagonist’s lack of experience of the outback, and her willingness to write about 
it nonetheless. Suarez’s work therefore becomes helpful in analysing the proposition from 
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Zizek, used as an epigraph to this PhD, that in order to forget an event it must first be 
remembered properly. 
How does what Zizek is saying apply to Australian discourse surrounding 
Indigenous/ non-Indigenous history and current relations? I contend that it speaks 
powerfully on the subjects. Firstly, I would like to suggest that the trauma surrounding 
the violent nature of the first contact between the two peoples in question continues to 
haunt non-Indigenous Australian understanding of Indigenous peoples, and that this 
haunting is best evidenced by the Northern Territory intervention. 
Officially known as the Northern Territory National Emergency Response, the 
intervention was introduced in the last days of the Howard Government in 2007, 
significantly an election year. Since that time, with its continuation under the Rudd and 
Gillard Labor Governments, it has become something of a symbol of the heavy 
handedness and insensitivity of the wider response by non-Indigenous Australians to the 
Indigenous ‘problem’.28 And despite widespread criticism on the ground, the intervention 
has continued to garner bi-partisan political support.  
Initially a response to supposed widespread child sexual abuse and neglect in 
Aboriginal communities as outlined in Little Children are Sacred, the intervention’s early 
measures included deployment of the army and additional police to these areas. It is 
interesting to compare this action with former Prime Minister Paul Keating’s recent 
admission that the army should have been called into the streets of Canberra on 
November 11 1975, and to contemplate what it means that a country, from a certain 
viewpoint at least, uses the army when it should not need to (in the intervention), and 
fails to use it when it perhaps should (during the 1975 coup).  
Other measures introduced during the intervention and still in place at the time of 
writing include restrictions on alcohol and pornography, the quarantining of welfare 
payments, compulsory acquisition of townships that were held, at the time, under title 
                                                
28 For a terrific overview of attitudes of both Indigenous and non-Indigenous academics to the symbolism 
of the intervention, see Toohey, and the range of responses, including Mahood and Behrendt. 
	 262 
provision of the Native Title Act 199329 and – most problematic of all perhaps – 
suspension of the Racial Discrimination Act 197530. 
‘My first reaction when I heard about the intervention was relief that something 
was finally being done’ (98) says Kim Mahood in the opening line of her response to 
Paul Toohey’s essay ‘Last Drinks’. This sentiment is echoed by Larissa Behrendt in her 
response to the same essay: ‘A broad underlying concern among many Australians led to 
tentative support for the idea that something had to be done to fix “the Aboriginal 
problem”’ (72). As Mahood goes on to explain though: ‘It’s not as if this crisis has 
sprung fully formed out of nowhere: it’s been burning away for years, perfectly visible 
for anyone who cared to look’ (99). 
But, of course, white Australia does not care to look, at least not as far as 
incorporating this vision into a fictional world is concerned. We, speaking from the 
standpoint of non-Indigenous Australian fiction writers in our national literature, are too 
haunted – in the Zizekian sense – for that. With non-Indigenous writing confined mostly 
to the coastal capital cities, oftentimes still portraying an idealised fantasy world of the 
bush peopled by noble natives and well-meaning whitefellas,31 the intervention for all 
intents and purposes may as well be happening in another country as far as fictional 
discourse surrounding the event is concerned. Perhaps this should not surprise, given the 
dichotomy between the Australian city and the outback, illuminated by Patrick White and 
cited above. Mahood goes on to talk about ‘the us and them division that runs through our 
collective inheritance like an open wound’ (103). Until this division is bridged, the 
                                                
29Introduced under the Keating Labor Government, this piece of legislation, while not comprehensive by 
any means, was considered something of a great leap forward, and has since been considered a cornerstone 
of the reconciliation process. See, for a recent example, Langton (2012). 
30 This is also the aspect of the intervention that has come in for by far the most criticism. See, for 
example, Altman & Hinkson, or, for a strong sense of the profound ambiguity both Indigenous and non-
Indigenous Australian scholars feel for the intervention in general, see Toohey. Again, it is probably 
important to point out that this discourse takes place largely in academic journals, and that its fictional 
representation, a la Suarez, has as yet failed to appear. 
31 While this notion stretches back to Rousseau and was locally codified mostly in colonial Australian 
painting, it continued throughout the 1950s to the 1970s with texts such as Jedda and Boney. Like the 
disappearing race theory, though, there are troublingly persistent signs of the corpse twitching. Ernie 
Dingo’s media persona might conceivable be the thoroughly Westernised, postmodern incarnation of the 
noble savage: at one with his environment, with comfortingly familiar yet quirky nomenclature and a 
constant, reassuring smile for the settler Australian television gaze.  
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beginnings of which this PhD argues could and should happen through writing, Zizek’s 
words will, sadly, continue to apply. 
I have already argued that this ‘collective inheritance’ Mahood speaks of – 
another word for which might be history – is not remembered ‘properly’ in the sense that 
Zizek is talking about above. For non-Indigenous Australian writers, I would like to 
suggest that Zizek’s utterance should have a strange but not unwelcome kind of 
resonance: this resonance might take the appearance of something like guilt, but ideally a 
culpability coupled with a get-out-of-your-chair-and-begin-writing-about-it motivation. 
As Suarez makes plain when she says ‘the process of writing, for the authors, and 
reading, for us, actualises the possibility of mourning’ (8), the power of writing is a 
functional resource for anyone concerned with wellbeing: personal, psychological and/ or 
societal. Why then is this resource not being used in a country such as Australia? A 
country where even ultra conservative tabloid columnist Andrew Bolt, convicted in 2011 
of breaching the Racial Discrimination Act, admits race relations are a mess?32  
In answer to this question, and to examine in more detail an essential element of 
this project as a creative writing PhD, I posit that fiction offers the safety to ask such 
difficult questions. As discussed above, there is a precedent: J. M. Coetzee interrogated 
his own country, South Africa, and the illnesses of its colonial past in precisely this 
manner in Disgrace. 
To recap briefly, the main character in that novel, John Lurie, is forced to leave 
the city and begin residing in the countryside with his daughter, Lucy. Not long after his 
arrival, Lucy is raped by Indigenous South African men. Her father, naturally, is 
horrified. Widely criticised for invoking the well worn trope of the native raping the 
white woman, Coetzee nonetheless takes hackneyed thinking about the subject in an 
alarmingly interesting direction. Refusing to report the rapists or, later, abort the child she 
becomes pregnant with, Lucy Lurie tells her disbelieving father: ‘I think I am in their 
territory… Isn’t there another way of looking at it? What if that is the price one has to 
pay for staying on’ (158). 
                                                
32 See, as only the first two examples, ‘Black Conservatives Against the New Racism,’ 
www.heraldsun.com.au/andrewbolt/index.php/heraldsun/C993, retrieved May 23, 2013, and ‘Bess Price: 
Why This Deadly Silence When our Women are Dying?’, ibid.   
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Coetzee’s question is not the kind being asked in Australian literature, but the 
asking of such questions is imperative to a proper remembering of this country’s history. 
Suarez, with her case study of correct recall by Haitian and Dominican writers of their 
country’s pasts, can perhaps set an example non-Indigenous Australia fiction writers can 
modify to our needs and then follow. 
 
3. 4  Proper and Improper Remembering in Australia 
 
It is here, in the haunting of the present by the past, in which 
subjects are enchained to their memories, that freedom might be 
recovered. To write of those who have been stripped of freedom 
and life itself does not yet free or redeem their premature 
disappearance but at least denies that their disappearance was 
absolute (Suarez, 4). 
 
 
Writing, Suarez seems to be saying above, if it can access this haunting of the present by 
the past, has the power to act as an antidote to improper remembering. This is a way of 
thinking most easily symbolised by the embarrassing forgetting in this country of the 
Howard years, but it is a paradigm that continues more subtly even today. Suarez is 
perhaps also suggesting that writing may also have the ability to instil in the reader a 
sense of filling in the gaps of a disputed or marginalised history. This may well be a 
history that non-Indigenous Australians had no idea, or perhaps an ‘improper’ idea, 
existed. 
As a creative writing PhD student, I feel it is an important part of my thesis ‘to 
write of these who have been stripped of freedom and life itself’, even though – as 
opposed to the case Suarez is referring to – I do not belong to the particular group under 
discussion, here Indigenous Australians. Non-Indigenous imaginings of Indigenous 
people have long been problematic in this country’s culture,33 but I feel strongly that the 
answer lies not in turning away from the challenging history of this kind of 
representation. Rather, it appears to me that engagement by non-Indigenous scholars with 
                                                
33 To support this argument, I would reiterate the allready cited representations of Aboriginality as noble 
savagery, the ‘dying race’ topos and the trope of the Aboriginal tracker in texts ranging from Jedda (1955), 
Voss (1957) and Walkabout (1971). The subject is eloquently analysed and criticized in Langton (1993). 
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a discourse that has been traditionally harmful is essential for moving on, something akin 
to Rutherford’s ‘speaking well’. The key here seems to be that it is done with respect, 
consultation34 and with an eye always to the recolonising dangers of speaking for 
someone else as opposed to with them. 
For example, I imagine that it is possible, as a non-Indigenous Australian fiction 
writer, to read Patrick White’s Voss, using the benefits of postcolonial35 theory, and take 
away from that reading the sense of the historical lacuna settler Australia is dealing with 
still in its remembering of Indigenous people. I think it is also possible that such a 
reading should instil the desire and, more importantly, the ability to do something about 
that blank space. From this vantage point, a contrapuntal writing of history does not 
present as all that daunting a task. Even though I am suggesting that it is the writing of 
fiction that is important here, I would again cite Edward Said’s non-fiction essay ‘Jane 
Austen and Empire’ as a foundational text for this type of examination. 
McLaren argues that White’s erasure of Aboriginal people in Voss should be seen 
in a positive light (xx), I would argue that the non-Indigenous Australian fiction writer 
can go further as far as this text is concerned by using the blank space it reserves for 
Indigenous people as a kind of jumping off point; an historical literary marker that speaks 
to us about what was once perhaps acceptable but now needs further interrogation in our 
fiction.  
And other texts can lead writers in similar directions. Let us forget, for a moment, 
what non-Indigenous Australia might – extraordinarily problematically – call its own 
‘diaspora’ writers such as Kim Scott or Alexis Wright, and the richly valuable texts they 
have contributed to Australian literature over the past decade or so.36 I would suggest that 
                                                
34 Consultation for this PhD, for example, has included proofreading for stupid whitefella mistakes by 
indigenous fellow students at RMIT, reference to Janke’s Protocols for Producing Indigenous Australian 
Writing, especially the section concerning non-Indigenous writers writing on Indigenous themes, and direct 
contact with the Jawoyn Association Aboriginal Corporation, custodians of the titular land described in my 
novel. 
35 Indigenous scholar Irene Watson uses the term ‘supposed’ postcolonialism because, as she explains, 
‘from my lived experience there is very little which is postcolonial to the Aboriginal experience in 
Australia’ (58), and it’s difficult to argue that she doesn’t have an excellent point.  
36 As only a small sample, I would cite Scott (1999) and (2011), both of which won the Miles Franklin 
Award, and Wright, (2006) which also won the same award. A more recent example would be Birch 
(2011), which was shortlisted for the Miles Franklin. Although my concern in this thesis is non-indigenous 
writing about Australia’s past, or more specifically the lack thereof, it is plainly obvious that Indigenous 
Australian writers do not share this amnesia. 
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what could be most valuable for non-indigenous Australian writers interested in 
‘speaking well’ is to look as closely as possible at texts such as Chris Healy’s Forgetting 
Aborigines for an insight into the way white Australia has historically and creatively 
engaged – or not – with this country’s indigenous peoples by means of representation and 
imagining.  
This could lead to an Australian critical race theory similar to the one that has 
developed in the United States, and pave the way for the proper remembering that Zizek 
and Healy are talking directly about, that Rutherford and Suarez are hinting at, and that I 
contend is the precursor to writing towards truly meaningful reconciliation and wellness. 
 
3.5  Permanent Revolution: Critical Race Theory and the Activist Academy 
 
In the early 1980s, an academic movement, whose nascent seeds had begun sprouting a 
decade earlier, gathered real pace and momentum. It came to be known as Critical Race 
Theory, or CRT, and its mostly (although not exclusively) African American proponents 
became known as ‘crits’. This at first loose grouping of mainly law academics rallied 
around critical deconstruction of the United States Supreme Court’s historic 1954 Brown 
v Board of Education decision, which called for desegregation of America’s school 
system, arguing that it had not gone far enough.37 This then evolved into a larger body of 
scholarship critical of what was considered in some circles the holy cow of the civil 
rights movement itself. Again, this criticism was based around the then radical 
assumption that Martin Luther King, Malcolm X, and the civil rights act of 1964, had not 
gone far enough in ensuring equal rights for Americans of African descent, which was 
considered almost perverse by more establishment (read white) critics at the time. There 
was also criticism of the notion that the law was, and is, ‘colour blind’. Finally, a not 
inconsiderable – nor all that arguable – discourse was begun by early crits suggesting that 
any benefits won for black people during the civil rights struggle of the 1960s were being 
slowly but surely eroded during the 1980s.  
In recent years, CRT has continued to develop as an intellectual movement and 
expand beyond the original scope of its early investigations to become almost a 
                                                
37 See, for example, Bell (1976) and (1980). 
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permanently revolutionised way of thinking. This has profound implications for race 
relations beyond its early sites and even into other countries. First and foremost amongst 
ideas in this discipline’s writing is the notion of the academic as activist – or, as it is 
referred to in Critical Race Theory: The Key Writings That Formed the Movement, ‘an 
intellectual and political opposition to the prevailing ideology’. The same text introduces 
terms such as ‘oppositional intellectuals’ and ‘liberation minded scholars’ to describe 
CRT practitioners (xi). 
Crenshaw states: 
 
This ethical aspiration finds its most obvious concrete expression 
in the pursuit of engaged, even adversarial scholarship… 
antithetical knowledge, the development of counter-accounts of 
social reality by subversive and subaltern elements of the reigning 
order… reject[ing] the prevailing orthodoxy that scholarship 
should or could be ‘neutral’ and ‘objective’… [Accepting that] 
Scholarship – the formal production, identification, and 
organization of what will be called ‘knowledge’ – is inevitably 
political (xiii). 
 
Is it possible that creative writing departments at Australian universities – in my 
estimation struggling to meaningfully integrate Indigenous and non-Indigenous issues 
into their curricula – might consider a formalised new model of interventionist critical 
thinking along similar lines to those proposed and practiced by CRT scholars? Post Sorry 
Day, perhaps it is time for scholars and writers to suggest, at the very least, that Rudd’s 
admittedly historical speech did not go far enough, just as Critical Race Theory scholars 
did concerning their own watershed historical speeches and movements. Most 
importantly of all, might it not be time to begin a concentrated, engaged, cross-cultural 
and purposefully adversarial discourse on what comes next? 
Creative writing as it is taught in our universities could then conceivably be at the 
forefront of a larger social movement centred around the notion of speaking well and 
remembering properly. And extant examples of this approach to creative writing theory 
in Australian universities do exist. 
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3.6  Gail Jones: Writing Across Sorry 
 
It could be argued that author and academic Gail Jones is one of the very few Australian 
intellectuals engaging in the kind of oppositional discourse that might be compared with 
Critical Race Theory. An example of this adversarial academia is Jones speaking (well?) 
of ‘writing across’ and ‘writing as act or activism’ (11) in her 2006 essay ‘A Dreaming, 
A Sauntering: Re-imagining Critical Paradigms’. Jones, Professor of Writing at the 
University of Western Sydney’s Writing and Society Research School, is, in fact, 
probably the closest thing in Australia to what might be called a ‘crit’. For example, she 
calls for: 
 
An ethics of remembering… I have in mind here not just the 
dead, but those made invisible and voiceless by our culture… to 
my mind a wholly radical re-imagining of a kind of trans-
historical community, an insistence that responsibility comes 
from the debt of what has gone before and extends into an 
obligation to the future (16). 
 
 
I find it almost impossible to consider Jones’ call for ‘writing across’ in conjunction with 
her ‘dead’ and ‘those made invisible by our culture’ without thinking about the lack of 
representation in non-Indigenous Australian writing of Indigenous Australian people and 
history. Her idea that ‘responsibility comes from the debt of what has gone before and 
extends into an obligation to the future’ is strongly suggestive of a call to action for non-
Indigenous Australian writing that can only benefit all involved, blackfella and whitefella 
alike.  
In her novel, Sorry, Jones makes the point that ‘There is a hush to difficult forms 
of knowing’ (3). This sentence, and others like it, suggests that, along with Grenville, 
Jones is more than likely the outstanding exception that proves the rule of my statement 
above that non-Indigenous Australian fiction is not engaging in any meaningful way with 
race relations in this country. For partial evidence of the effect of this literary non-
engagement, I would argue that we need look no further than the increasingly right-
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leaning attitude towards refugees in this country, that this attitude has found a face and a 
voice in federal politics, even in traditionally leftist fields, making the Howard years 
begin to seem like the good old days, or the staggering fictional silence surrounding the 
intervention. 
 
3.7  A New Literary Tradition? 
 
Can writing really affect meaningful change in the way a society thinks, talks about, and 
most importantly, acts as far as race relations are concerned? According to art therapy, its 
offshoot bibliotherapy, Suarez, Jones, Rutherford and Critical Race Theory, the answer is 
decidedly yes. The question then becomes how we might begin this transformation 
through the writing of fiction. There are a number of problems. CRT has never really 
taken hold in Australia. Jones and Grenville are perhaps the only non-Indigenous 
Australian writers working in fiction who could be called ‘crits’. As writers and 
intellectuals with a great responsibility to turn our attention to matters such as these, what 
course can most profitably be taken? 
According to Suarez: 
 
Recently, the work of Nelly Rosario and Viriato Sencion have 
pointed to violence in Dominican culture. Junot Diaz confronts 
violence, both in the United States and on the island, head-on… it 
is at this pivotal moment of exposure that a new literary tradition 
is born… Consequently, I propose that the process of writing, for 
the authors, and reading, for us, actualises the possibility of 
mourning (8). 
 
 
Given that mourning is considered the first step in moving on from griefs or traumas of 
many kinds,38 Suarez’s statement above presents as an extraordinarily strong suggestion 
of what could be the first steps in a methodology for reading and writing as healing. A 
map of this methodolgy’s path could include art therapy, bibliotherapy and the medical 
                                                
38 See, for example, Kubler-Ross and her now famous model of the stages of grieving: denial, anger, 
bargaining, depression, acceptance. 
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humanities, but the ultimate responsibility could well rest with the fictional discourse that 
reults from this journey. 
To be part of something bigger than themselves, to belong, is one of the most 
basic of human needs. Human beings are social animals. Writers, it should be 
acknowledged, possibly less so, but which of us, in their heart of hearts, would not have 
wanted to be a part of a Bloomsbury Group or a Beat Generation? The bad news, of 
course, is that this is never going to happen. These movements are now, fittingly enough, 
part of history. It may even be too late to jump aboard the admittedly still active CRT 
bandwagon, at least with any real sense of creating anything new and original. 
The good news, however, is that there are always new possibilities just around the 
corner for those brave enough to risk the derision of their colleagues and the sneers of the 
establishment. As such, it is decidedly not too late to begin what I will call a literary 
intervention.  
 
The survivors cling to their past grievances and are consequently 
trapped by that moment. The past is no longer a past but a present 
that imprisons them in pain and fear. Paralysed, the victims/ 
survivors cannot ignite the imaginative engines that might 
otherwise propel them into possible new futures (Suarez 53). 
 
 
It is important to remember that Suarez is talking about Haitian and Dominican Diaspora 
writers in the United States, and there are clearly important differences given I am 
concerned with non-Indigenous Australian writing. However it is equally important to 
recognise the similarities. For me, it is incredibly easy to imagine Suarez is, in fact, 
writing about the currents state of non-Indigenous Australian writing.  
This present space of a citizenry not able to imagine its own future is where non-
Indigenous Australian fiction writers can and should – but sadly do not very often – ply 
their trade. What else is it that writers should do besides imagine possible new futures for 
ourselves and others? And when the need is so painfully obvious, what in the world could 
we possibly be waiting for? I have attempted to assert in the practice of writing my novel 
that there are stories that need to be written in this country right now. Stories that ask 
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hard questions of Australia’s colonial past similar to those that Coetzee asks in Disgrace. 
What price, in short, do we whitefellas in Australia have to pay for staying on? 
To wilfully not ask questions such as this one is – at best – to accept complicity in 
a ghettoization and marginalisation of an entire section of our community. At worst, like 
the intervention itself, it is a form of quiet, somehow uniquely Australian racism that 
makes me genuinely and deeply ashamed of the country of my birth, its political leaders, 
its people and, most importantly, its writers, including myself. For my trifling part, I see 
this creative writing PhD as attempting to directly address this area of profound neglect in 
non-Indigenous imaginings of Indigenous history and futures in fiction. 
Meeting other punks in the late 1970s and early 1980s, I was emboldened by the 
realisation that I was not alone in my societal discomfiture or what I was constantly told 
was my bizarre taste for this new and disturbing music. So imagine a group, perhaps 
groups, of like-thinking writers in this country from all sorts of backgrounds, forming 
itself into as solid a body as it possibly can to address issues such as Indigenous and non-
Indigenous relations and the question of whether or not a CIA-orchestrated coup d’état 
took place here in 1975. Using CRT as our historical inspiration, Suarez as our 
intellectual figurehead, Jones, Wright and Grenville as our sisters in arms, and with the 
aims of art therapy, bibliotherapy and the medical humanities in the backs of our minds, 
could we not begin an academic movement both scholarly and socially worthwhile, both 
intellectual and politically engaged? It has become a truism that self-interest and kindness 
are best not separated. In a similar vein, the crits have shown us that two particular sides 
of the academic spectrum – the ivory tower and the streets – are never mutually 
exclusive. 
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Chapter Four 
 
David Foster Wallace: the Pale King of 
Australian Wellness 
  
	 273 
‘Being human, living human, writing human – Wallace’s own subjects.’39 
 
In the preface that opens this PhD, I signalled my intention to – for all intents and 
purposes – keep it weird. To this end I nominated the tropes of skateboarding, punk and 
Situationism, among others. It strikes me now that introducing an American author at this 
stage of a dissertation concerned with writing and healing in the Australian novel, 
especially an American writer as simultaneously controversial and revered as Wallace, is 
simply another example of this strangeness. Let us not forget that defamiliarization, after 
all, is one of central theories of twentieth century art: making the familiar strange in order 
to enhance and enlarge our perception of things. This is my excuse anyway, and I am 
unwaveringly sticking to it.  
Further, it is my contention that the connections between Wallace and Australian healing 
are numerous. As Max states below, talking of Wallace’s most well known novel Infinite 
Jest, ‘There is a generosity to the world created by this 1,079-page novel. A great 
intelligence hangs over it and seems not entirely uninterested in our survival’. I like the 
way that this utterance focuses first on the bigger picture – Wallace’s generosity towards 
the world – and then becomes more individual – the book (or the writer) is interested in 
our survival, as individuals. What I am proposing in this chapter is a simple yet 
meaningful inversion of this: close reading of Wallace’s work can help us as individuals, 
yet can then be extrapolated to a wider, more country focused and even global 
perspective. 
 
4.1  So Many Americans So Close to Home: Strange Writing Influence 
 
In this chapter I will argue for the examination of American author David Foster Wallace 
(1962-2008) as a practitioner who can be of profound influence on non-Indigenous 
Australian writers concerned with the idea of fiction as healing. I will interrogate 
particularly the notion of writing as a curative force as it pertains both to Wallace 
personally and to a place’s history, specifically in this case the haunted history 
                                                
39 From a dust jacket review, by Brenda Wineapple, in D. T. Max’s 2013 Wallace biography, Every Love 
Story is a Ghost Story. 
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surrounding Australian Indigenous and non-Indigenous relations and this subject’s severe 
under-representation in our national literature. 
There is a precedent for this kind of strange American influence extant in 
Australian writing discourse. The almost quintessentially American writer Raymond 
Carver (1938-1988) has an extraordinarily resonant relationship with this country. Carver 
has a large readership here and a strong foothold in the Australian academy. Beyond this, 
there have also been two feature length Australian film adaptations of Carver’s works40, a 
third adaptation in the form of a short film41 and musical interpretations of his writing by 
the Melbourne singer/ songwriter Paul Kelly.42 This is not to even begin thinking about 
the staggering number of undergraduate creative writing students bewitched by the 
Carver style and – as a result – the even more staggering number of re-interpretations of 
his work filling desk drawers the country over. 
On negotiating the paradox of adapting Carver’s work to song for an Australian 
film, Kelly said: ‘You could say it’s a ghost story because they are haunted by their pasts. 
And in a larger sense you could say that the country is haunted by its past’ (Kitson 57). 
Kelly is talking about the songs he wrote for Ray Lawrence’s Jindabyne, an adaptation of 
the Carver short story ‘So Much Water So Close to Home,’ transposed – I would argue 
extraordinarily successfully – to the Australian landscape. This film also incorporates – 
again, I think effectively – themes of Australian Indigenous/ non-Indigenous relations, 
something Carver never mentioned once in his work. I find it interesting that Kelly 
should evoke the notion of a people and a country haunted by their pasts when discussing 
Carver. As should be clear from previous chapters, troubled Australian histories and their 
possible remedy are the predominant area of interest for this PhD, and perhaps Kelly’s 
statement gives some indication of exactly why a writer of such geographical distance as 
Carver speaks so directly to a place and its inhabitants half a world away. Is it possible 
that Australia, more than any other place, has a particular fascination with interpretations 
of its former times? If so, what does this say about us? And what other writers might we 
consider who can speak to us on this subject? 
                                                
40 Ray Lawrence’s Jindabyne (2006) and John Ruane’s Feathers (1987). 
41 Andrew Kotatko’s Everything Goes (2004). 
42 Paul Kelly and the Messengers’ 1989 album So Much Water So Close to Home. 
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I would make the case that Wallace, also American, can and should be the writer 
we turn to for a singular and ultimately healing contribution to this uniquely Australian 
conversation regarding our haunted past. Wallace’s work, transposed like Carver’s to an 
Australian consciousness, could have seriously interesting connotations for our collective 
rememberings, primarily due to its concerns with ideas surrounding healing. 
Interestingly, Wallace stands almost diametrically opposed to the Carver model of 
writing, technically speaking. Wallace himself has referred to Carver’s writing as 
‘catatonic realism’ (Burn 110) and a typical description of the Wallace project portrays 
his work in terms such as the following, from his biographer Max: ‘As a writer, he was a 
folder-in and includer, a maximalist, someone who wanted to capture the everything of 
America’43 (60 emphasis in original). 
But according to Max again, ‘that human connectedness could heal would become 
the centrepiece of Wallace’s mature credo’ (312), and it is in this light that I would like to 
examine the author’s work as it relates to my own. I have already argued that Australia 
needs urgently to examine its past through fiction in order that it can remember properly 
and then consequently forget its historical ills, and that it has become sick by failing to do 
so for so long. It is my contention that Wallace, suffering greatly from his own illness – 
albeit a different one (depression) – speaks to and in fact has come to drive this 
dissertation because of the thorough analysis he performed within his writing on his own 
much more personal ailments. To my mind, Wallace’s oeuvre presents us with the most 
thorough and unswerving (self) examination in the history of literature, one any writer – 
let alone one interested in wellness – would do well to emulate. 
Although emulating Wallace is arguably a more perilous undertaken than even 
that performed by the abovementioned undergraduate writing students besotted by 
Carver, it has been my intention throughout the writing of my own novel to pay some 
kind of debt to this author. Stylistically, my sentences are too short, too artless 
grammatically, and my brain is too non-encyclopaedic to ever be seriously compared 
with Wallace. This can only be a good thing, as my writing barely deserves to be in the 
same conversation with a writer I (and others) consider to be the greatest of the second 
                                                
43 For ‘America’, it (sadly) goes almost without saying; we can, by hegemonic extension, read ‘the 
Western world’, very much including Australia. 
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half of the twentieth century. Nonetheless, I would like to think that Wallace’s ghost 
haunts Sickness Country in some small way, perhaps nodding its head in ethereal 
approval of our shared concern with the vagaries of being deeply interested in the human 
condition.  
 
4.2   Fucking Human Beings 
 
It is not difficult to make the case that few practitioners in the recent history of literature 
have been as searching, as yearning or as open in their desire that their work should stand 
for something as Wallace. His premeditated aspiration that that his written words might 
act effectively as a curative force – for both himself and his readers – is evident from 
interviews he gave, the growing field of scholarship surrounding his work44 and also from 
the texts themselves.  
Not only does discourse surrounding Wallace’s work suggest the author’s desire 
that his writing should be a ‘treatment plan’ (Carlisle 2013 9), but the content itself also 
points dramatically to this end. This is evident in the very structure of the sentences he 
wrote and the oftentimes arcane grammatical syntax he utilised, including and especially 
his use of footnotes – which I call small talk – as well as in the ongoing thematic 
concerns of his oeuvre as a whole – big talk. 
‘Fiction is about what it is to be a fucking human being’ (Burn 26), Wallace once 
famously said, illustrating succinctly in this one sentence the main thrust of his overall 
project as a writer. He went on to add, in the same interview: 
 
If you operate, which most of us do, from the premise that there 
are things about the contemporary U.S.45 that make it distinctively 
hard to be a real human being, then maybe half of fiction’s job is 
to dramatize what it is that makes it tough. The other half is to 
dramatize the fact that we still are human beings, now. Or can be 
(26). 
 
 
                                                
44 See Appendix B for a full bibliography. Wallace Studies is, at the time of writing, a wildly dynamic 
field, and new works are appearing at a rate so prodigious that keeping up is problematic. 
45 And, again, by hegemonic extension the rest of the Western world. 
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Thinking about this statement, it would appear certain that Wallace’s concern for the 
human condition and this matter's connection to the act of writing is nothing if not 
profound. The process Wallace outlines, examined below, coalesces well with this PhD 
and my concern with the ability of writing to move people, both individually and 
collectively, towards healthier states of being through the very act of writing itself. By 
extension, this effect would also take place within the act of reading a writer’s work that 
was concerned with this topic, as was the case when I first encountered Wallace.  
Wallace’s body of work46 consists of two short story collections, two books of 
non-fiction, and three novels, one of which, The Pale King, was published posthumously 
as ‘unfinished’. Numerous other, mostly posthumous publications, such as Wallace’s 
honours thesis,47 could best be described as marginalia. But it is not in any way 
hyperbolic to claim that every one of Wallace’s major works – especially Infinite Jest, 
widely considered his masterpiece, and The Pale King – are not only concerned almost 
exclusively with how writing can help us live better lives, but actually are in themselves 
writing that performs this task. A literal embodiment of this desire on Wallace’s part. 
Experiential documents. Concrete artefacts. Tangible examples of how writing practice 
might operably be used as a way of healing.  
According to Pennebaker: 
 
[T]he evidence of dozens of studies over a decade of research 
strongly suggests that there are significant, positive, consistent 
and identifiable relationships between writing and speaking about 
difficult or emotional experiences and physical health (7). 
 
 
It is interesting to note – especially in light of arguments made in earlier chapters of this 
dissertation – that it is only writing, not the other arts, that Pennebaker claims has these 
restorative effects. This is an assertion I have come to agree with, and, for the purposes of 
                                                
46 See Appendix C for a full bibliography. 
47 Wallace, D. F., (2010), Fate, Time and Language: An Essay on Free Will, Columbia University Press, 
New York. Even for Wallace devotees like myself, this is a largely unreadable meditation on something to 
do with the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, semantics and what I can only assume is a practice called 
physical modality. As Wallace himself very well might have put it, this is a document for hardcore 
philosophy weenies only. 
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my research, one that has guided the direction of this PhD, hence my intention to steer the 
project away from a more general arts therapy model, as explained above. 
Pennebaker then goes on to add: 
 
Dance, music, and art therapists, for example, assume the 
expression of emotion through nonverbal means is therapeutic. It 
should be noted, however, that traditional research on catharsis or 
the venting of emotions has failed to support the clinical value of 
emotional expression in the absence of cognitive processing… 
The mere expression of trauma is not sufficient to bring about 
long-term physiological changes. Health gains appear to require 
translating experiences into language… [T]he act of converting 
emotions into words changes the way the person organizes and 
thinks about the trauma… By integrating thoughts and feelings, 
then, the person can more easily construct a coherent narrative of 
the experience. Once formed, the event can be summarized, 
stored, and forgotten more efficiently (7). 
 
 
There are clear parallels between Pennebaker’s assertions of ‘more efficiently’ forgetting 
and those of Zizek, quoted earlier, on the notion of forgetting something ‘properly’. It is 
worth noting that writing, Pennebaker goes on to claim, is always performed with the 
idea of community in mind: 
 
Telling a story implies that there are other people who can listen 
to it… the social dynamics of writing… Is it possible that writing 
can bring about a richer connection between the storytellers and 
their social networks? Does the child who writes about a 
traumatic experience in the classroom subsequently make more 
friends (7)? 
 
 
As a writer, community excited Wallace. There are numerous examples throughout his 
body of work: gathering to watch television in the wake of 9/11 in ‘The View from Mrs 
Thompson’s’; AA meetings described in sometimes excruciating detail in Infinite Jest; or 
transcripts of conversations between people overheard in lifts in The Pale King. As Max 
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puts it, talking about the writing of what is considered Wallace’s magnum opus, Infinite 
Jest: 
 
He wanted to extend the point he had made in ‘E Unibus Pluram’ 
two years before. Then he had mostly diagnosed a disease; now 
he was giving a model for the cure… It [Infinite Jest] proposed a 
treatment, answering a need that Wallace saw perhaps better than 
any other writer… It spoke of the imminence of collapse and the 
possibility that one can emerge stronger from that collapse… 
How to live meaningfully in the present. There is a generosity to 
the world created by this 1,079-page novel. A great intelligence 
hangs over it and seems not entirely uninterested in our 
survival… Infinite Jest, for all its putative difficulty, cares about 
the reader, and if it denies him or her a conventional ending, it 
doesn’t do so out of malice; it does it out of concern, to provide a 
deeper palliative than realistic storytelling can, because, just as in 
Ennet House [the drug and alcohol recovery facility depicted in 
the novel], you have to work hard to get better. The book is 
redemptive, as modern novels rarely are (215). 
 
 
It will be interesting to note how notions such as collapse resonate with a later section of 
this PhD, where I discuss Marcus’ idea that punk was the ‘sound of the city collapsing’, 
and my subsequent conclusion that the healing element for me personally surrounding 
this downfall was the rebuilding that followed. It is also worth understanding that 
Wallace was very much considered a ‘grunge’ writer around the time of Infinite Jest’s 
publication in 1996, and that grunge was and still is – rightly, I contend – considered 
‘punk’s little brother’48.  
This connection between Wallace and punk resonates further with another of 
Marcus’ ideas: that artists speak to each other over generations without necessarily being 
aware that they are doing so, one of the many examples he gives is of early punks 
inadvertently incorporating Situationist slogans into their rhetoric. One essay on Wallace, 
in Cohen, is called ‘To Wish to Sing to the Next Generation: Infinite Jest’s History’ (my 
emphasis). And if artists can speak to each other over time, I see no reason why this 
                                                
48 See Heylin, for example, on the connections between the two movements, the suggestion that they share 
a temporal and historic lineage being inherent in the title: Babylon’s Burning: From Punk to Grunge. 
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communication cannot also occur across space, particularly space as arbitrary as national 
borders, particularly perhaps those between Australia and America.49 
And recent Wallace scholarship has drawn heavily on the idea that Wallace 
Studies and Situationism can have an extraordinarily interesting conversation with one 
another. To continue with the thread of unusual connections, I submit that Wallace the 
punk was first born when Zadie Smith went some way toward establishing his interest in 
existentialism: 
 
How poor we are at tracing literary antecedents, how often we 
assume too much and miss obvious echoes. Lazily we gather 
writers by nations, decades and fashions; we imagine Wallace the 
only son of DeLillo and Pynchon. In fact, Wallace had catholic 
tastes, and it shouldn’t surprise us to find… Sartre (264). 
 
 
This thread of Wallace’s connection to Existentialism is then picked up, half a decade 
later, by both Ramal and den Dulk in their essays contained in Bolger and Korb’s 
Gesturing Toward Reality: David Foster Wallace and Philosophy. In fact, den Dulk has 
gone so far as to publish, very recently, an entire book on the subject.  
His rationale:  
 
The affinity with existentialism lies in the attitude of engagement 
that the novels of Wallace, Eggers and Foer express… a literary 
execution of Sartre’s notion of pure reflection (connecting 
themselves to the world we live in)… thereby establish[ing] what 
Wittgenstein and Camus describe as a community of meaning 
(2015 265). 
 
 
In Lipstick Traces: a Secret History of the Twentieth Century, Marcus adroitly explains 
that punk is very much a descendent of continental philosophy; a school of thought that 
Smith and den Dulk, amongst others, suggest plays an important role in Wallace’s work. 
                                                
49 Not for nothing, but one of Wallace’s short stories is called ‘Yet Another Example of the Porousness of 
Certain Borders’. 
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As such, we can posit a kind of psychogeographical map linking Wallace all the way 
back to Dada, then to Surrealism, Existentialism, Situationism, punk and grunge. 
It is worth noting that Existentialism is a philosophy that, in a very similar manner 
to punk or grunge, often gets a very bad rap. Almost universally considered negative or 
nihilist, my contention is that both movements are actually quite the opposite, a claim that 
will be examined in further detail in the conclusion to this PhD. But for now I will put 
forward that, as Marcus states: ‘it [punk] wasn’t nihilism… negation is always political: it 
assumes the existence of other people, calls them into being’ (9). 
So, in order to bring the conversation back to writing as healing, let me suggest 
that one might begin to think more boldly about the abovementioned psychogeographical 
map: Dada to Surrealism to Situationism to punk to grunge to Wallace to this PhD, with 
Zizek and his idea of redemptive remembering providing something of an overall arch to 
this brasher thinking.   
Given I have just mentioned the Situationists as one way we might think more 
creatively about Wallace, it is worth considering that, during the events of May 1968 in 
Paris, the Situationists were said to have replaced maps on the Paris Metro with ones they 
had made themselves, with the result that commuters often ended up catching trains 
‘home’ to parts of the city they had never visited before. Hardly a conventional ending to 
a day’s hard work. Like Wallace’s non-ending to Infinite Jest, though, this was intended 
as a redemptive prank, people inconvenienced slightly in order that they might look at the 
world around them with fresh eyes50. It is in this spirit I hope that this exploration of 
Wallace the punk and my labelling of him as the pale king of Australian wellness be read.  
 
4.3  The Living Writer  
 
It seems like the big distinction between good art and so-so art 
lies somewhere in the art’s heart’s purpose, the agenda of the 
consciousness behind the text. It’s got something to do with love. 
With having the discipline to talk out of the part of yourself that 
                                                
50 This was first proposed in the pre-Situationist journal Potlatch 23 in October 1955. Whether it actually 
happened in reality 13 years later is a matter of some conjecture. As with a lot of the Situationist’s ‘legacy’, 
participants appear to rarely if ever let the truth get in the way of a good story. 
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can love instead of the part that wants to be loved (Wallace in 
Hering 13). 
 
 
Given that I – like almost every other writer on Wallace – have chosen to include in this 
chapter the often cited above quotation, it seems germane to begin by asking the 
question: what, exactly, do we mean when we speak of love? And of what concern is the 
answer to this question for a PhD about writing and healing? Love is a subject that David 
Foster Wallace spends a large percentage of his work exploring, from the uber 
dysfunctional relationships of the myriad characters peopling his short story collection 
Brief Interviews with Hideous Men, to the strong undercurrent of much of his masterwork 
Infinite Jest. Then there is the compact he so obviously sought with his readers, examined 
below, a compact that presents as very much like courtship, which he discussed at great 
length in several interviews he gave during his lifetime.51 This desire to connect with his 
reader is something that is present in many aspects of Wallace’s non-fiction work as well, 
sometimes almost painfully so. In the above quotation, Wallace has foregrounded 
‘something to do with love’ as a dividing line between worthwhile art and its opposite, 
further suggesting that the discipline to talk from this part of a writer’s self is good 
writing’s most important element. As such, it appears evident that an examination of 
what Wallace might mean by the term could only benefit the aims of a PhD concerned 
with the curative potential of writing. 
For these purposes, and in an attempt to answer the question of how Wallace saw 
love and what it might mean for writing, I am more concerned with what Wallace and 
others have said about his work than the work itself. As stated above, this PhD is 
concerned with the practice of writing. As such, a distinction is made between what I 
would like to achieve here in this regard, and a literary studies based approach: one more 
grounded in textual analysis of Wallace’s work.52 
                                                
51 Although he was decidedly uncomfortable with the form, Wallace nonetheless gave a large number of 
interviews. Most of the important ones are collected in Burn, which I will be drawing heavily on here. 
There is also Lipsky, basically a book-length interview, and the biography by Max. 
52 Further, this textual analysis – what might actually be called an uber analysis – is already well catered 
for in Wallace Studies. Two full-length volumes have already appeared, Greg Carlisle’s Elegant 
Complexity in 2007, a 512-page analysis of Infinite Jest, and the same author’s 2013 Nature’s Nightmare, a 
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Wallace, in life, seemed to present as extraordinarily needy in his relationships, 
resulting, for him, in a decidedly unattractive and destructive state of affairs.53 In his 
writing though, in marked contrast with what we know of his personal life, there is a 
genuine give and take in his thinking about others. Wallace’s fiction enacts a quality of 
balance and a generosity of spirit in the relationship he seeks to establish with his reader, 
the ‘generosity’ that Max refers to above when he talks of Infinite Jest caring about and 
being concerned with its audience. Writing out of the part of yourself that can love – we 
might call this the generous part – as opposed to that part which wants to be loved – we 
might call this the needy part – seems to me the absolute minimum starting point for a 
literature of true engagement and equality, a literature that can, at least in this one small 
way, make us well. As already cited, Wallace has said that: ‘If a piece of fiction can 
allow us imaginatively to identify with a character’s pain, we might then more easily 
conceive of others identifying with our own. This is nourishing, redemptive; we become 
less alone inside’ (Burn 22). Not uninterestingly, it might be argued that equality, 
engagement, nourishment and redemption are also qualities that go into making a 
successful real world relationship. Furthermore, in my own work, and extrapolating from 
the individual to the group, a ‘relationship’ drawing on these tenets is something I am 
attempting to begin establishing between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in my 
country.  
My argument here is that Wallace, more than any other author – and despite his 
well documented problems with mental illness and inability to practice what he preached 
– is literature’s most successful potentate of this ‘curative’ writing. I say that Wallace 
was unable to follow his own advice mainly due to his 2007 suicide, of course. This 
tragic event is regarded as a direct result of his depression, but I also suggest that this 
failing of Wallace’s is the case because of the increasingly sad picture that is beginning to 
                                                                                                                                            
study of Wallace’s short story collection Oblivion, as well as numerous essays and a reader’s guide to 
Infinite Jest.  
53 I never met Wallace, and all we really have to go on about this kind of thing now, besides the odd 
magazine piece here and there, of wildly varying veracity, is D. T. Max’s recent biography, Every Love 
Story is a Ghost Story. Judging from the variety of sources Max draws on to paint exactly this picture of 
Wallace’s insecurity, though, it is difficult to imagine his interpretation to be mistaken in any way. 
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emerge more generally of his life, due mainly to the Max biography, his widow’s 
memoir54 and several other posthumous articles55.  
Yet despite all this, there is a distinct difference between Wallace the person and 
Wallace the writer. As a writer, Wallace performs a literature that, through its desperation 
to engage with its reader, involves both writer and audience in a compact of mutual 
interdependency and trust, thus making both ‘less lonely inside’ and more able to battle 
the forces that make it so ‘distinctly hard to be a human being’. 
Wallace has been called the voice of his generation and the best, most important 
writer of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries (Hering 20). While I 
wholeheartedly agree with these two labels I would also like to introduce a third. For 
myself as a reader (more importantly perhaps as a writer), and many others besides, 
David Foster Wallace is the fiction writer we need to turn to most in times where simple 
engagement between individuals is troublingly mediated more and more 
comprehensively by computer screens. Wallace is the writer who has an almost 
preternatural ability to connect with us as readers to such a degree that, as stated above, 
his pain becomes our pain also. As Max puts it: ‘Wallace was confident that his malaise 
was not just a personal issue but a social condition. He sensed that there were others like 
himself’ (158). This suggests that empathetic understanding makes us better, more 
compassionate human beings, not to mention better writers. How much more difficult it 
becomes to alienate, be prejudicial towards or break up with someone if we simply take 
the small step of understanding their point of view. Who could argue that this is not a 
healthy, curative thing, especially if it is true, as Wallace often alludes to, that this is not 
something we always have the ability as humans to automatically do. Attraction to 
Wallace’s ‘fucking human being’ quote then points to much more than the novelty of the 
trademark millennial use of four-letter words. It speaks, more poignantly, to the 
desperation Wallace feels regarding the importance of emphasising his point that it takes 
(writing) work to be a good human. This point, he seems to be saying, should actually be 
blindingly obvious, but sadly is not.56  
                                                
54 Green. 
55 Bustillos, mainly. 
56 An argument most effectively (and most famously) made in Wallace’s 2006 Kenyon College 
commencement speech, since published and internet viralised as ‘This is Water’. ‘There are these two 
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Perhaps, if Wallace Studies can teach us anything, this might be its most 
important lesson: how to live more complete, fulfilling and meaningful lives. For this, I 
will, borrowing Wallace’s complete lack of irony, term this author The Living Writer. 
This is not an attempt at a distasteful play on words regarding the fact that Wallace is 
tragically no longer with us. The term has more to do with what I see as the main focus of 
his extraordinary body of work: namely, simply, beautifully, (sincerely?) illustrating the 
ways in which writing can teach us how to live well. 
My understanding is that this is not something that the academy has ever 
concerned itself directly with in the context of a creative writing PhD. As such, this 
research into writing and healing represents the possibility of discovering new and 
exciting knowledge for the field. 
And so but57, let us talk about how. 
  
4.4  Small Talk: Readers and Writers Playing Footsie 
 
Wallace sought to use techniques historically associated with 
metafiction to generate forms of affect that theory held to be 
impossible and to relink private and public life (Konstantinou in 
Cohen 85). 
 
 
Goerlandt has examined extensively Wallace’s use of footnotes, analysing their presence 
in ‘A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again’, the title piece in Wallace’s first non-
fiction collection. She argues that this use should be regarded variously as ‘performative’, 
as examples of ‘how textual suspense and humour can be achieved through annotation’ 
and as ‘mirror[ing] the essay’s interest in cleanliness and waste management: the notes 
are employed to keep the ‘“main” text “clean” of excess information’ (13). 
                                                                                                                                            
young fish swimming along, and they happen to meet an older fish swimming the other way, who nods at 
them and says, “Morning, boys, how's the water?” And the two young fish swim on for a bit, and then 
eventually one of them looks over at the other and goes, “What the hell is water?’” The point being that 
what we choose to pay attention to takes constant work, lest the most obvious things in our lives become 
the most transparent.  
57 A bit of a Wallace in-joke. He used to like to use this term in his writing and then reportedly argue 
fiercely for its grammatical correctness. He was, to put it mildly, a bit of a word nerd. 
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While Goerlandt’s position represents a certain point of view, I would like to 
examine the theoretical significance of Wallace’s footnotes in regard to how this use 
creates a compact with the reader – a relationship, if you will – that symbolises larger, 
more real world relationships. Let us not forget Wallace’s assertion that good art has to 
do with love, the basis, it can be argued, for all good relationships. Another word for 
‘relationship’ might be community. And adding the word ‘healing’ to ‘community’ or 
‘relationship’ does not seem like too extreme an academic statement to make, especially 
when considering Wallace as a writer concerned with wellness. So, this compact that 
Wallace establishes with the reader, in turn, will enable a wider understanding of the 
extraordinary sense of connectedness this author’s readers feel with the person himself, 
no doubt related to the unprecedented outpouring of grief at his death. Most importantly 
for my purpose here however, is the notion that this sort of relationship is an essential 
starting point for (and Wallace as the best example of) writing as healing. I propose that 
Wallace’s use of footnotes is his personal beginning of the establishment of a relationship 
with his reader that he hoped would be mutually beneficial and nurturing, leading 
ultimately to ‘wellness’. 
According to Hering: 
 
Wallace attempted to enact… a theoretical bulwark for a literature 
that was simultaneously challenging and therapeutic... What 
Wallace wanted to ‘share’ most was a way out. But he would start 
with the readers, in the middle. The maze of contemporary 
thinking would have to be dismantled from within (16 emphasis 
in original). 
 
 
Arguably the best example of this ‘starting with the readers’, where ‘the maze of 
contemporary thinking’ is ‘dismantled from within’ is ‘Authority and American Usage’ 
collected in Wallace’s second non-fiction publication, Consider the Lobster. Ostensibly a 
review of Bryan A. Garner’s A Dictionary of Modern American Usage, it quickly 
becomes apparent to anyone reading the essay that what Wallace is doing is actually 
talking about – among a lot of other things, it should be noted – what it means for us on a 
metaphysical level to be engaged with words and the manner in which we use them. ‘This 
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reviewer acknowledges that there seems to be some, umm, personal stuff getting dredged 
up and worked out here’ (104), Wallace writes reasonably late in the piece, but attentive 
readers are already well aware that this has been the aim right from the start. In fact, for 
fans, it could be argued that this is a big part of why we read Wallace in the first place. 
All readers, attentive or not, interested or not in ‘the seamy underbelly of U. S. 
lexicography’ (67) have, by this stage, already entered into a relationship with the author, 
the likes of which has probably broken new ground for them in intimacy, endearment, 
good-humouredness and empathy. ‘One of the claim-clusters I’m going to spend a lot of 
both our time arguing for is that issues of English usage are fundamentally and 
inescapably political’ (69 FN 4 my emphasis), Wallace writes on the third page of the 
essay. His use of the term ‘both our time’ suggests straight away a sense of 
connectedness often unavailable for a reader in other writing. We, the audience, Wallace 
is saying, are decidedly and wholeheartedly in this with someone else, a togetherness 
that, by inference, has the effect of making what is still to come in the essay all the more 
important and relevant in real world terms. 
‘As something I’m all but sure Harper’s58 will excise, I will also insert that we 
even had a fun but retrospectively chilling little family song’ (71 FN 8). Here, Wallace is 
clearly evoking empathy from every writer in the world who has ever had anything cut by 
what they no doubt saw as philistine magazine editors, concerned with the writer’s 
carefully selected words only in so far as they might frame advertising. The effectiveness 
of this footnote lies in the ultimately ironic, perhaps even meta-ironic fact that the section 
under discussion, of course, was not cut. In all likelihood Wallace fought for this to be 
the case, we are aware of this, and now there exists camaraderie in this knowing, an 
understanding that carries over and bleeds more and more conspicuously into our reading 
as it continues deeper into the piece, further and more intimately establishing the basis of 
our relationship with the author. 
Further examples of Wallace’s attempts to create in his writing a compact with 
the reader include: ‘Q.v. the ‘Pharmakon’ stuff in Derrida’s La dissemination – but you’d 
probably be better off just trusting me’ (84 FN 27), ‘This proposition is in fact true, and, 
as you can see from the size of this FN, lengthy and involved and rather, umm, dense, so 
                                                
58 The article, originally entitled ‘The Usage Wars’, was first published in Harper’s magazine. 
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that once again you’d maybe be better off simply granting the truth of the proposition and 
forging on with the main text’ (87 FN 32), ‘(Please just don’t even say it)’ (116 FN 71) 
and ‘(Did you think I was kidding?)’ (123 FN 79). 
It is worth noting that all of the above examples of what I am calling small talk, 
and compacts between Wallace and his readers, appear in footnotes, and it is practically 
impossible to discuss Wallace without talking about their use. Famously, Infinite Jest 
contains almost 100 pages of endnotes, one, notoriously, eighteen pages long, and 
Wallace is on record as saying that he loved how readers had to use two bookmarks to get 
through his book, and were constantly required to flick back and forth between sections 
of the novel (Burn 78). He also suggested, in the same interview, that ‘there are ways to 
play with the reader that are benign, and a certain amount of playing with the reader 
seems to be extremely useful’ (78). Burn then likens this to vaudevillian call and 
response as well as, interestingly, computer hypertext.59 
In ‘Authority…’ though, I would argue that there is something even more 
meaningful taking place, that Wallace, with his trademark arcane references, almost 
impossibly long sentences and wildly complex syntax, and his often hyper-stimulated 
diversions, is also establishing a kind of contract with the reader even more unbreakable 
than – and a natural extension of – the ones first mooted by Max and Carlisle in relation 
to Jest. If you are willing to put in the work, Wallace seems to be saying, if you do not 
mind the work of flicking from one part of a book to another while you are reading for 
example, or if you can cope with footnotes five times the size of the paragraph they have 
been placed in and of considerably smaller font size, not only will rewards come in the 
form of enjoyment of the text, but more as well. Not only will I be a writer you admire, 
but it might not be too much of a stretch to imagine that I could possibly even be your 
friend and confidant, too. 
This compact, this small talk of Wallace’s, presents as a veritable enactment of 
Wallace’s theory of writing making us ‘less alone inside’, the most profound 
performative example of writing as healing that late twentieth/ early twenty-first century 
literature has perhaps ever offered us. Readers and writers playing footsie, as I have 
                                                
59 See interpolation, infra. 
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called it, with only mild embarrassment, and all the attendant flirtatiousness and potential 
for relationships and, yes, love that this image suggests. 
 
Interpolation60 
 
Bridges Between: Small Talk, Big Talk and the 18-page Footnote 
 
Wallace’s writing style, particularly with its astounding number 
of footnotes, has inspired many comparisons to computer 
hypertext. It’s as if you have the option to click on a sentence, and 
it links you to another relevant spot, from which you later return 
to the original text. “Straight narrative feels contrived to me, both 
as a reader and a writer,” Wallace says. “With something set a 
little bit in the future [Infinite Jest], that has surreal elements, I’m 
especially looking for a way to fracture the narrative… You 
decide; Do you want to read the footnotes? All at the end? Do you 
want to flip back and forth? Do you use two bookmarks?” (Burn 
78). 
 
 
It strikes me that Infinite Jest’s abovementioned 18-page footnote acts as a handy bridge 
between what I want to say about Wallace’s compact with his readers and the 
machinations of how he went about achieving this. What I am calling small talk and big 
talk in this chapter are both representative of a writer yearning to engage with his readers 
in new and interesting ways. Infinite Jest’s absent father figure James O. Incandenza’s 
filmography – ostensibly the content of the much-discussed gigantic endnote in the novel 
– may well be Wallace studies’ shibboleth as far as this desire is concerned. It may also – 
with further analysis – act as a kind of starting point for other writers, like myself, 
interested in the curative power of the written word.  
 
                                                
60 Another word Wallace was fond of, the usage of which he often employed in his essays. 
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4.5  Big Talk: How Dostoevsky Can Change Your Life61 
 
‘Can you really love what you need so badly? Isn’t a big part of love caring about what 
the other person needs?’62 
 
‘Joseph Frank’s Dostoevsky’, like ‘Authority and American Usage’, is – superficially at 
least – a book review, also collected in Consider the Lobster. However, like a lot of 
Wallace’s writing originally published in magazines and journals, and of particular 
significance to my arguments here, this article arguably has more to do with the question 
of how we live our lives than its overt subject matter. For Wallace, ‘reviewing’ the 
legendary Frank’s canonical books on a supremely canonical author becomes more an 
exercise in what both (or all three) writers can tell us about writing’s role in making us 
better people, in teaching us how we might both ‘love what we need so badly’ while at 
the same time ‘care about what the other person needs’. For example: 
 
His [Dostoevsky’s] concern was always what it is to be a human 
being – that is, how to be an actual person, someone whose life is 
informed by values and principles, instead of just an especially 
shrewd kind of self-preserving animal. (265). 
 
 
It is interesting to note the similarity the above quotation displays to Wallace’s already 
cited thoughts on ‘fucking human being’[s]. By comparing these two utterances, it could 
be argued that Wallace’s description of the great Russian author’s aims also constitutes 
his definition of writing, and institutes a statement of purpose as far as his own writing 
project is concerned. More importantly, when it comes to what I am putting forth in this 
thesis, this big talk could further be read as a statement of the purpose of literature itself: 
                                                
61 This is, of course, a reference to the well-known, vaguely self-helpy book How Proust Can Change Your 
Life by Alain De Botton. Not uninterestingly, Wallace was a big fan of self-help books, but this PhD, as 
mentioned earlier, treads very warily around the subject. After Wallace’s death, a putatively morbid 
journalist examined all the juicily underlined sections of these self-help books of Wallace’s that had been 
collected in his archives at The Harry Ransom Centre in The University of Texas at Austin. After this 
journalist’s article was published, the Wallace estate then decided to remove said books permanently.  
62 Wallace, D. F., (2006), Consider the Lobster and Other Essays, Little, Brown and Company, New York. 
Pp. 265. 
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how to survive as compassionate and caring human beings in a complex world that seems 
intent on making what should be a simple task more and more complex.  
According to Wallace, Dostoevsky has at least some of the answers to how we 
might accomplish what he saw as this most difficult but essential of undertakings: 
 
The big thing that makes Dostoevsky invaluable for American63 
readers and writers is that he appears to possess degrees of 
passion, conviction and engagement with deep moral issues that 
we – here, today – cannot or do not permit ourselves… Our 
intelligentsia distrust strong belief, open conviction. Material 
passion is one thing, but ideological passion disgusts us on some 
deep level. (271-72). 
 
 
Unsatisfied (to say the least) with what he sees as this untenable situation in fiction,64 
Wallace concludes the ‘essay’ with what amounts to a call to arms, but not an abstract or 
disassociated one, wrapped in some kind of political-literary maze of symbolism. 
Wallace asks serious questions, but, like an infinitely patient literary uncle, takes the time 
to answer them also. He asks us to march on the streets (metaphorically speaking), 
absolutely he does, but is also at pains to draw us a map so that we know exactly which 
streets he is pointing us towards: 
 
Who is to blame for the unseriousness of our serious fiction? The 
culture? The laughers? But they wouldn’t (could not) laugh if a 
piece of morally passionate, passionately moral fiction was also 
ingenious and radically human fiction. But how to make it that? 
How – for a writer today, even a talented writer today – to get up 
the guts to even try? There are no formulas or guarantees. There 
are, however, models. Frank’s books make one of them concrete 
and alive and terribly instructive (274). 
 
 
                                                
63 Again, with the American hegemonic thing, and as much as it pains me to say it etc. etc. 
64 And this is only the tip of the mammoth and preternaturally Titanic crushing iceberg that is Wallace’s 
despair over what was then – and arguably still is – the state of fiction. ‘Fictional Futures and the 
Conspicuously Young’, in the posthumously published essay collection Both Flesh and Not, and ‘E Unibus 
Pluram: Television and U.S. Fiction’, from A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again, make this 
abundantly clear. 
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I argue that Wallace’s texts are models, too. That they perform the exact same function 
he claims for Dostoevsky’s works. Or, as Houser states: 
 
Wallace assesses the bleak conditions that he is handed and 
determines that, in the face of it, the contemporary novelist must 
cultivate readers’ “capacity for joy, charity, genuine connections” 
by “author[ing] things that both restructure worlds and make 
living people feel stuff”. The novel, then, is not only an imaginary 
world; it can refigure the world beyond its pages by modelling 
and generating feeling (Cohen 118). 
 
 
 
So here we arrive at the kernel of my argument: writing can and in fact does heal. 
Writing acts as a significant force in the project of making us better people, more able to 
get along in the world we inhabit, ipso facto more well.  
None of the above are particularly startling revelations. The fact that art plays an 
important role in our lives is hardly new knowledge. This is something humankind has 
probably understood on some level since primitive times, when early Homo sapiens 
expressed herself through rock carvings. But the point of departure here is that Wallace 
and his writing project strip away the veneer of any [particularly postmodern?]65 mistrust 
we might have around the process, the ‘disgust’ at ‘ideological passion’. Thus writing as 
healing becomes not simply sincerity incarnate, but a vital element of any writing, at least 
as far as Wallace is concerned.  
 
Interpolation Two 
 
                                                
65 ‘The Death of the Author’ anyone? Again, see interpolation, infra. 
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The (Greatly Exaggerated) Death of the Author66 
 
In ‘Greatly Exaggerated’, from his first collection of non-fiction, A Supposedly Fun 
Thing I’ll Never Do Again, Wallace wades hip-deep into the work of Derrida and the 
poststructuralists, particularly Roland Barthes’ 1968 essay ‘The Death of the Author’. 
Initially, Wallace celebrates ‘this fertile miscegenation of criticism and philosophy’ (138) 
albeit warily. Later, Wallace reveals his true opinions on Barthes’ alleged death of 
authorial meaning in writing by going on to state, in an interview with Larry McCaffery, 
that, ‘this process [writing] is a relationship between the writer’s consciousness and her 
[the reader’s] own, and in order for it to be anything like a real relationship, she’s going 
to have to put in her share of the linguistic work’ (Harris 174). 
This implicit contract between reader and writer that Wallace is proposing is all 
the more remarkable for its un-hip brashness in a post Barthes world. Running the risk of 
sounding at best un-academic and at wost downright hokey, Wallace nonetheless 
encourages us – as both readers and writers – to take something like a leap of faith in a 
secular society. With the dead author almost a truism in an ironic, post-structuralist 
world, Wallace’s literary stature then becomes akin to a priest in an inner city hamlet, 
preaching a gospel few have ears to hear. 
Or, as Wallace himself so eloquently put it, again to McCaffery: 
 
The next real literary ‘rebels’ in this country might well emerge 
as some weird bunch of anti-rebels, born oglers who dare 
somehow to back away from ironic watching, who have the 
childish gall actually to endorse and instantiate single-entendre 
principles. Who treat of plain old untrendy human troubles and 
emotion in U.S.67 life with reverence and conviction. Who eschew 
self-consciousness and hip fatigue. These anti-rebels would be 
out-dated, of course, before they even started. Dead on the page. 
                                                
66 It would seem, perhaps rightly so, that a PhD dealing with any aspect of literary studies – even one such 
as this for which the subject at best appears in passing – is almost duty bound to address the question of the 
allegedly dead writer. This may be due to an almost cultish-like hold post-structuralism seems to have on 
the academy in general, Barthes’ essay’s almost complete incomprehensibility to all but the most dogged of 
postgraduates, or an occult amalgamation of both. Having said that, a dissertation such as this one, for 
which the author’s intention carries such metaphysical weight – owing to its concern with the act of writing 
as a curative force – is perhaps doubly obligated.  
67 I will not even bother saying it again. 
	 294 
Too sincere. Clearly repressed. Backward, quaint, naïve, 
anachronistic. Maybe that’ll be the point. Maybe that’s why 
they’ll be the next real rebels. Real rebels, as far as I can see, risk 
disapproval… The new rebels might be artists willing to risk the 
yawn, the rolled eyes, the cool smile. The nudged ribs, the parody 
of gifted ironists, the ‘oh how banal’ (Cohen 93). 
 
 
Rebellion ties in neatly with the ideas of punk as a pre-writing curative force in my own 
life, explored earlier in this study. It also coalesces even more neatly with the 
Situationists’ direct, Marxist-oriented rebellion of the 1960s, which also has a role to play 
in this PhD, mostly below. Then we have Wallace – decades later and apparently an 
apolitical writer – voicing similar concerns. In the conclusion of this chapter, I will 
further examine these connections and the implications they have for my thesis and 
practice. 
 
4.6  Wallace’s Treatment Plan: Translating Engagement with Texts Into 
Engagement with the World68 
 
Enabling a more authentic human connection, or at least creating 
its imaginative possibility, was a significant component of 
Wallace’s sense of the role of the novel in contemporary culture 
(Fitzpatrick in Cohen 183). 
 
 
The above statement goes some way towards affirming the scholastic merits of my claim 
that Wallace should be considered The Living Writer. Outlining here some of the 
techniques of how exactly he goes about this, with his use of footnotes and endnotes 
(small talk), and his harking back to other, more socially concerned writers (big talk), 
gives weight to this assertion and ammunition to further the argument. Most importantly 
of all, perhaps, Fitzpatrick’s words speak to the possibility of translating our engagement 
with Wallace’s texts into an engagement with the broader world and its, thus our, 
everyday concerns. As Wallace says, talking of Dostoevsky, there are models. The great 
                                                
68 With apologies to Cohen, (190). 
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Russian, along with Pynchon and Barthes and Jonathan Franzen were some of his. 
Wallace, I contend, can and should be one of ours, especially here and now in Australia, 
in light of the problematic social situations we find ourselves in, as outlined elsewhere in 
this text.  
But the question then emerges, should Wallace be our only model for this type of 
socially engaged literature? Probably not. But The Living Writer does present as an 
extraordinarily good and wildly unique starting point at the very least.  
 
I had a teacher I liked who used to say good fiction’s job was to 
comfort the disturbed and disturb the comfortable. I guess a big 
part of fiction’s purpose it to give the reader, who like all of us is 
sort of marooned in her own skull, to give her imaginative access 
to other selves. Since an ineluctable part of being human is 
suffering, part of what we humans come to art for is an 
experience of suffering, necessarily a vicarious experience, more 
like a sort of generalization of suffering. Does this make sense? 
(Wallace in Burn, 22). 
 
 
Does this ‘make sense’?  How exactly does this well-known quotation from an interview 
Wallace gave relate to writing and healing? According to Carlisle, in his examination of 
Wallace’s short story collection, Oblivion: ‘No matter how much we may want to exile 
certain experiences into the oblivion of unconsciousness, those experiences will find a 
way to surface’ (33), and ‘What is denied will haunt us and spur further oblivion’ (114). 
Note the profound similarities between what Carlisle is saying regarding Wallace’s 
writing and the epigraph from Slavoj Zizek that opens this dissertation:  
 
Traumas we are not ready to remember haunt us all the more 
forcefully. We should therefore accept the paradox that, in order 
to forget an event, we must first summon up the strength to 
remember it properly (22). 
 
 
Carlisle also states: 
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Oblivion… is essential for tracking how Wallace got from Infinite 
Jest to The Pale King… If Infinite Jest documents symptoms of 
and a preliminary diagnosis for American69 societal angst and 
despair, and if The Pale King documents attempts to manage that 
condition to varying degrees of success; then Oblivion documents 
case studies that will lead Wallace to a more informed diagnosis 
and treatment plan (2013 9 my emphasis). 
 
 
Of particular interest here is the language that Carlisle chooses to use in analysing 
Wallace’s work. ‘Symptoms’, ‘diagnosis’, ‘condition’ and ‘treatment’ all speak to the 
veracity of my contention for Wallace’s writing as curative. Carlisle further states that, in 
Oblivion, ‘Wallace is using the crucible of the short story form to isolate the nature of the 
disease he began to identify and articulate in Infinite Jest (2013 31 my emphasis)’. 
Disease here could refer to any number of things: the actual disease of addiction directly 
explored in Infinite Jest; disease in a more general, medical sense (Wallace’s depression, 
perhaps); or something like what might be called the disease of everyday life. This 
disease (dis-ease) can take the form of cancer, anxiety or respiratory problems, but can 
also present itself in the form of intolerance, disconnectedness and othering, all 
precursors to what I have suggested is the disease of racism.  
It is axiomatic that recognition of a problem is the first step towards its 
eradication. Not only does Wallace provide that initial diagnosis from a wildly unique 
perspective, he – as Carlisle notes – provides a treatment plan, more straightforwardly 
than any other writer ever has. This treatment plan clearly involves us, the readers (and 
other writers, also readers). Nowhere, with Wallace, is this sense of community more 
apparent than in the closing lines to his novella-length short story Westward the Course 
of Empire Takes its Way.  
‘Listen,’ Wallace implores his readers, in one of the few one-word sentences he 
ever uses, shocking in the brevity we suddenly experience after having become 
accustomed to his page-long (and more) sentences. ‘Use ears I’d be proud to call our 
own’ (my emphasis). Note the interplay here between and the yearning for connection 
with the authorial ‘I’ and the ‘our’ of what I read as Wallace’s perception of his 
                                                
69 Not a chance. 
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readership. ‘Listen to the silence behind the engine’s noise’. What is Wallace referring to 
here? The silence of history? The silence that follows an unanswered question or an 
unthought-of idea? Simply people (such as readers and most writers possibly?) who are 
not having the conversations they are capable of? To attempt to answer these questions 
would be speculation at best on my part, yet the lines that follow give some clue as to this 
passages relevance to my research on writing as healing, and how this coalesces with 
Wallace’s overall project to attempt to write out of the part of himself that could love, 
instead of the part that wanted to be loved.  
‘Jesus, Sweets, listen,’ (emphasis in original), Wallace continues. ‘Hear it? It’s a 
love song.’ There is then a paragraph break, followed by one of the shorter paragraphs in 
Wallace’s entire oeuvre: ‘For whom?’ Another paragraph break, then the final three 
words of the story: ‘You are loved.’ 
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Conclusion: 
 
Skating into the Academy 
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As mentioned in the introduction to this dissertation, I would like to conclude this PhD by 
returning to the topic of skateboarding, particularly as it relates to subjects explored 
above. How might we understand an environment, particularly the urban environment, as 
having the ability to enact a writing performance more closely aligned with the one I 
have been calling for in this dissertation? Namely a writing practice concerned with 
proper remembering, with righting past wrongs through the written word, and a literary 
intervention involving both academics and fiction writers, with the ultimate aim of 
wellness. 
 
5.1  The Beach Beneath Your Wheels 
 
Borden states that skateboarder’s actions amount to an ‘implicit critique made by 
skateboarding of capitalism and architecture as commodity’ (2). Interestingly, the 
Situationists, those great underminers of the everyday that have popped in and out of this 
dissertation at various times, had similar views, and it is here that their work is most 
important for my argument pertaining to writing and healing. The Situationist project of 
redefining the city was profoundly interested in anti-capitalism. One such gesture in 
achieving this end was conscious subversion of the uses capitalism defines for urban 
space.70 
Borden counters Boltanski and Chiapello’s argument that since May 1968 
capitalism has constantly been able to reinvent itself in opposition to any protest. He does 
so in something of an auxiliary manner, but one that directly relates to my argument 
concerning place’s role in healing writing: 
 
Skateboarding suggests that pleasure rather than work, use values rather 
than exchange values, activity rather than passivity, performing rather 
than recording, are potential components of the future, as yet unknown 
city (173). 
 
 
                                                
70 Most notably supported in Sadler. While I agree with Knabb (498) that Sadler’s almost complete failure 
to mention the revolutionary nature of the Situationist’s actions detracts from the comprehensiveness of the 
text, it is, nonetheless, the definitive work so far on the subject of Situationism’s uneasy relationship to 
urbanism. 
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I am much too old to be riding rails or slamming stairways, and reinterpreting 
architecture in the manner that Borden talks further about in his book. Nonetheless, I do 
often go down to a non 24-hour petrol station near where I live and skate gingerly around 
after closing time. Boltanski & Chiapello’s arguments notwithstanding – I still see my 
servo skateboarding as a profoundly anti-capitalist gesture – these places exist for the 
sole purpose of selling people petrol and cans of Coke after all – and even the unedifying 
spectacle of a middle-aged man on a skateboard goes some way towards enacting 
Borden’s idea of use value rather than exchange value. But I feel strongly that this 
heteronomous enunciation of my environment is a writerly gesture also, and a curative 
one as well.  
Skating around my city, I find myself constantly looking at the environment in a 
new way. My hometown is now more than just the everyday place I choose to live and 
work in: it is an ever exciting playground, alive with possibilities I never knew existed 
until I took up skateboarding again. It is the Situationists’ ‘beneath the street, the beach’, 
made concrete, a famous bit of graffiti that began appearing during the Paris protests of 
May 1968, attempting to convince people to fall in love, yet also to be critical of and 
creative about, their urban environments. 
From the perspective of writing practice, the up until now undiscovered nature of 
the cities we live in begs the obvious questions of what else there is we’re missing out on 
noticing and how might these discoveries influence what we write? What other ways can 
urban landscapes be reinterpreted as environments more adequately suited to inhabitants’ 
desires, and how might writers go about translating those desires to the page? I find it 
difficult to imagine that this question and the myriad of potential answers that might flow 
from it could have anything but a profoundly healthy effect on the way any practitioner 
goes about their writing. ‘To make us see’ is how Kafka described the purpose of writing, 
and far be it from me to disagree with as masterful a scribe as him. I would be bold 
enough only to suggest that we add to Kafka by remembering that we should always try 
to make our readers see in new ways when we write, and that activities such as 
skateboarding can help us to do this, and will make us more well in the process.  
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In addition to endeavouring that our writing should make readers see in new 
ways, perhaps it is possible that our words can also serve new, hitherto un-thought 
functions? Paramount amongst these purposes for creative writing might be the one of 
healing. Reinterpreting our environment through otherwise activities forces us to spend 
more time examining things so obviously in our midst, and can be of enormous value to 
us as writing practitioners. Obviously, skateboarding is a dangerous activity and 
decidedly not for everyone. But writers can still think about what it is that might allow 
them to see their cities or towns differently, as skateboarding has done for me, and as the 
Situationists once did in relation to their own city. It excites me enormously to imagine 
talented writers thinking about their senses of place differently and how they might then 
go off and write all about it, making us see, but making us see it from a wildly unique and 
possibly slightly crazy though ultimately remedial perspective. 
 
5.2  Nourishing Writing Terrains: Blackfellas, Whitefellas, Punkfellas 
 
The final way I would like to think about the health benefits for non-Indigenous 
Australian writers of living and writing the city otherwise is by considering the 
Indigenous Australian notion of country. According to Bird Rose, first Australians think 
of their environment as a:  
 
[N]ourishing terrain… they speak to country, sing to country, 
worry about country, feel sorry for country. People say that 
country knows, hears, smells, takes notice, takes care, is sorry or 
happy… country is a living entity, with a yesterday, today and 
tomorrow, with a consciousness, and a will towards life (7). 
 
 
As a concrete example of this, Willis, Pierce and Jenkin showed that Indigenous people 
in the Murray River region related their own ill health to the ill health of the river itself 
(Ganesharajah, 7). From this we can naturally extrapolate that a healthy river, or 
environment in general, would lead to a healthier Indigenous population. But why should 
this thinking be confined only to Indigenous Australians? At the risk of being cultural 
appropriative, I hope it might be suitable to ask why whitefellas cannot share in this idea 
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of being at one with a place, why our terrains cannot too be nourishing, to make us well. 
The question then naturally becomes how non-Indigenous Australians might go about 
achieving this. My avenues to this destination include skateboarding, punk, Situationism 
and David Foster Wallace, but the road will of course be different for everyone. 
Devitt, Hall and Komla argue that access to lands for Indigenous people is not 
enough to improve health. What is needed is the opportunity to use the land as desired. 
For indigenous people, this involves a number of traditional cultural activities such as 
hunting and fishing and ceremonial performance, resulting in what Ganesharajah calls ‘a 
relationship with the place of living and traditional or cultural lifestyle’ (8). Might non-
Indigenous Australians fiction writers also develop a relationship with cultural activities 
in their environments, or at least a more conscious one than currently exists, through the 
act of more expertly enacting their desires, as the Situationists tell us we should? By 
discovering the beach beneath out streets? This is where Situationism and Indigenous 
Australian notions of country meet head on in what might potentially be seen as a very 
worthwhile collision for those interested in the idea of expanding the scope of writing 
practice. 
Wark tells us that: ‘Capital makes the modern city… There is work space, leisure 
space, and resting space. The worker works in one space, spends free time in another, and 
schleps home to sleep in a third’ (23), but that ‘the city is subjective and can be 
reconstructed to expand with our desires’ (26), what Straram calls ‘the ultimate everyday 
renaissance’ (92). This would result in a city where, according to Chtcheglov: ‘There are 
houses more conducive to visions than any drug, and rooms it's impossible not to fall in 
love in’ (6). 
I suggest that it is useful to ask the following question: what if, by living and 
writing the city otherwise, by consciously attempting to mould our environment to better 
conform with our desires, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians were able to 
establish unconventional environments where ‘nourishment’ might be achieved? This has 
obviously already taken place for Indigenous Australians and continues to do so for non-
Indigenous Australians in micro examples such as skateboarding. Of more relevance to 
the argument being made here is the case of the various punk subcultures that began 
appearing in the late nineteen seventies and early nineteen eighties in my city of 
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Melbourne. It could be argued that the birth of these subcultures led, eventually, to 
Melbourne being widely seen as Australia’s cultural capital. What further benefits might 
result from a considered academic approach to this phenomenon? 
The notion of cultural growth as story is important, too. According to Altman and 
Hinkson, caring for country for Indigenous people is a matter of ‘looking after all of the 
values, places, resources, stories, and cultural obligations associated with that area’ (37 
my emphasis). My old punk friends and I still talk about bands we saw at venues now 
long closed, and do so in what can only be described as storied ways. We loudly and at 
great length lament the passing of The Punter’s Club, for example, arguably Melbourne’s 
most important alternative music venue. Is it possible – in keeping with the Situationist 
notion that unknown cultural resonances flow through the ages – that we were enacting, 
without knowing it, some kind of accidental cultural exchange between Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous Australia and the former’s concern with place? Might this be somehow 
consistent with the melding of Indigenous and European cultures that Attwood has 
suggested can contribute to a genuine Australian culture? 
Ganesharajah notes that ‘there is a growing focus on country and connection to 
country to assist in health initiatives’ (25) for Indigenous Australians, but as has been 
suggested throughout this paper, I think that there is great potential for expanding this 
way of thinking to non-Indigenous Australians as well, especially as far as the practice of 
writing is concerned. I suggest that Melbourne could only grow to become a yet more 
exciting and culturally diverse place if such a notion of country were expanded to include 
non-Indigenous Australians as well – with a healthy dose of Situationism and David 
Foster Wallace thrown in for good measure. This is not even to begin talking about the 
rest of Australia. 
Or, look at it this way: old punks, Indigenous and non, skateboarding around the 
excellent cement waves to be found at most of our universities, thinking back to Paris 
1968, London 1976, Melbourne 1980, but thinking always of the future, too, thinking 
about new and unusual ways in which we might all start speaking together, in which we 
all might become better writers and, perhaps more importantly, better people, and 
understanding that the two are, of course, not mutually exclusive. Writing the city 
otherwise, but together, within the academy and outside. Sounds like valuable education 
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to me. 
 
5.3 Skating the Academy 
 
Bourdieu might not have been thinking specifically of capitalism’s ability to reinvent 
itself, as outlined in Boltanski and Chiapello, when he said: 
 
The fact remains that cultural producers are able to use the power 
conferred on them… to mobilize the potential strength of the 
dominated classes and subvert the order prevailing in the 
[cultural] field of power (44). 
 
 
But I will conclude this PhD nonetheless by stating that, as writers and cultural 
producers, this ability to use the power conferred on us is actually more of an obligation, 
and that writing about things differently is something we must think about doing in order 
to grow as writers, the un-trendiness of this vaguely Marxist-sounding statement 
notwithstanding. 
Or as Wark puts it: 
 
Every spent tactic is a lesson in how to make new ones… Just as 
the Situationists adjusted romantic tactics to suit new situations, 
so too Situationist tactics can be adapted at will…. Just as 
Debord, with the founding of the Situationist International, 
accepted the tactic of positioning the movement within rather than 
against the art world, perhaps today one might take up a defensive 
position within higher education rather than against it (157). 
 
 
Finally, analysing Bourdieu, Johnson says that: 
 
The full explanation of artistic works is to be found neither in the 
text itself, nor in some sort of determinant social structure. 
Rather, it is to be found in the history and structure of the field 
itself, with its multiple components, and in the relationship 
between that field and the field of power… what we have to do is 
all these things at the same time (9 emphasis in original). 
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One of the components of what Bourdieu might call the field of creative writing, for me, 
is skateboarding; another is what I consider the current under theorising of Situationism. 
Punk I see the same way, as I do the work of Patrick White, Lucia M. Suarez and, 
especially perhaps, David Foster Wallace. Just as Johnson claims, we must do all these 
things at the same time. For me, the above are all means to the end of writing as healing.  
Johnson also declares that Bourdieu’s work opens new horizons for the study of cultural 
works and performance. It is my fervent desire that this PhD – both the written form you 
are reading now and the practice it was constructed from, the novel Sickness Country – 
can play its modest role in doing the same. 
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Appendix A 
 
Sex Pistols Lyrics 
 
1. A  ‘God Save The Queen’ 
 
God save the queen 
The fascist regime 
They made you a moron 
Potential H-bomb 
God save the queen 
She ain't no human being 
There is no future 
In England's dreaming 
Don't be told what you want 
Don't be told what you need 
There's no future, no future, 
No future for you 
God save the queen 
We mean it man 
We love our queen 
God saves 
God save the queen 
'Cause tourists are money 
And our figurehead 
Is not what she seems 
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Oh God save history 
God save your mad parade 
Oh Lord God have mercy 
All crimes are paid 
When there's no future 
How can there be sin 
We're the flowers in the dustbin 
We're the poison in your human machine 
We're the future, your future 
God save the queen 
We mean it man 
We love our queen 
God saves 
God save the queen 
We mean it man 
And there is no future 
In England's dreaming 
No future, no future, 
No future for you 
No future, no future, 
No future for me 
No future, no future, 
No future for you 
No future, no future 
For you  
 
 
Writer(s): John Lydon, Stephen Philip Jones, Glen Matlock, Paul Thomas Cook 
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1. B  ‘Anarchy in the U. K.’ 
 
Right now ha, ha, ha, ha, ha 
I am an anti-Christ 
I am an anarchist, 
Don't know what I want 
But I know how to get it 
I want to destroy the passers by 
'Cause I want to be anarchy, 
No dogs body 
Anarchy for the U.K. 
It's coming sometime and maybe 
I give a wrong time, stop a traffic line. 
Your future dream is a shopping scheme 
'Cause I want to be anarchy, 
In the city 
How many ways to get what you want 
I use the best, I use the rest 
I use the enemy. 
I use anarchy 
'Cause I want to be anarchy, 
It’s the only way to be 
Is this the MPLA 
Or is this the UDA 
Or is this the IRA 
I thought it was the U.K. 
Or just another country 
Another council tenancy. 
I want to be anarchy 
And I want to be anarchy 
(Oh what a name) 
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And I want to be an anarchist 
(I get pissed, destroy!) 
 
Writer(s): John Lydon, Stephen Philip Jones, Glen Matlock, Paul Thomas Cook 
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1. C  ‘Holidays in the Sun’ 
 
I don't want to holiday in the sun 
I want to go to the new Belsen 
I want to see some history 
'Cause now I got a reasonable economy 
Oh now I got a reason 
Now I got a reason 
Now I got a reason 
And I'm still waiting 
Now I got a reason 
Now I got a reason 
To be waiting 
The Berlin wall 
In Sensurround sound in a two inch wall 
Well I was waiting for the communist call 
I didn't ask for sunshine 
And I got world war three 
I'm looking over the wall 
And they're looking at me 
Oh now I got a reason 
Now I got a reason 
Now I got a reason 
And I'm still waiting 
Now I got a reason 
Now I got a reason 
To be waiting 
The Berlin wall 
They're staring all night 
And they're staring all day. 
I had no reason to be here at all. 
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Oh now I got a reason it's no real reason 
And I'm waiting at Berlin wall 
I gotta go over the Berlin wall. 
I don't understand it (I gotta go over the Berlin wall) 
Claustrophobia yeah, there's too much paranoia 
There's too many closets 
I went in before 
And now I got a reason 
It's no real reason to be waiting 
The Berlin wall 
I gotta go over the wall, 
I don't understand this bit at all 
I gotta go over the wall, 
I gotta go on the Berlin wall, before them 
Come on to the Berlin Wall 
I don't understand this bit at all 
I gotta go on the wall, 
I wanna go on the Berlin wall 
I gotta go on the Berlin wall, before them 
Come on to the Berlin Wall 
I don't understand this bit at all 
Please don't be waiting for me 
 
Writer(s): John Lydon, Stephen Philip Jones, Glen Matlock, Paul Thomas Cook 
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